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Abstract 
This thesis examines digital gender disinformation as a phenomenon that is 
gaining increasing strength due to the use of social media and its affordances, 
as well as the growing use of artificial intelligence, which facilitates the 
alteration or creation of false content. The study is situated within the context 
of electoral campaigns in Sweden and Bolivia, with the aim of understanding 
how this phenomenon operates in different settings and contributing to the 
field of knowledge, given that most existing scholarship comes from the 
Global North. Research on digital gender disinformation is still developing, 
particularly in the Global South. 

The motivation behind this study was the observation that women were 
stepping down from leadership roles during political campaigns in both 
Bolivia and Sweden in 2025. Consequently, this study adopts a comparative 
qualitative approach based on semi-structured interviews with eight female 
politicians –four in each country– at both the local and national levels. The 
aim is to understand their perceptions of this phenomenon, compare their 
experiences and interpret them through the lens of existing gender 
disinformation theory. 

A systematic thematic analysis with an inductive orientation is applied to 
develop themes and a conceptual model that emerges from the empirical 
material and explains digital gender disinformation through a dialogue 
between this material and the theoretical contributions of scholars working in 
this field. The study explores the mechanisms, gendered narratives and 
public-facing dynamics of disinformation in digital political contexts, as well 
as its broader democratic implications for political participation, 
representation and public debate. 

The systematic thematic analysis results in four themes: The structural 
production and circulation of digital gender disinformation; gender 
disinformation narratives as instruments of political delegitimization; 
navigating gender disinformation in political practice; and the democratic 
consequences and limits of institutional responses. These themes are further 
developed in the theoretical discussion, which concludes with a conceptual 
model. The findings indicate that digital gender disinformation functions as a 
strategy aligned with broader structural mechanisms, enabling misleading 
content and false gender narratives to circulate online, cause harm, and 
contribute to democratic erosion. The results also underscore the need to 
prioritize and address gender disinformation both as a threat to democratic 
integrity and as a barrier to gender equality. 
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1 Introduction 
Across both the Global South and the Global North, and regardless of levels 
of development, a shared phenomenon affects women participating in 
political life. Headlines from two very different contexts illustrate this 
reality: “The only woman running for the presidency withdraws from the 
electoral race in Bolivia” (Swissinfo, 2025) and “Centre Party leader Anna-
Karin Hatt steps down – due to threats and hate” (Sveriges Radio, 2025). 
Despite emerging from countries with different gender equality indicators, 
both cases reveal a common pattern: women are stepping back from political 
roles because the conditions surrounding their participation have become 
increasingly challenging. Their resignations represent not only personal 
decisions but also broader democratic concerns, as they signal barriers to 
inclusive political representation. 

These cases are not isolated; rather, they reflect broader dynamics that shape 
women’s political participation in both contexts. In both Sweden and Bolivia, 
online hostility, harmful narratives, and reputational attacks were among the 
factors contributing to the withdrawal of high-profile women from 
presidential, prime ministerial races and other roles in politics. These 
incidents demonstrate that progress in gender equality does not necessarily 
shield women from gendered pressures in political communication 
environments. According to the Global Gender Gap Report (2025)1, Bolivia 
ranks 48th in terms of gender parity and 37th in terms of women's political 
empowerment among 148 countries, while Sweden ranks in the top 10 
worldwide, taking 6th place in terms of gender parity and 13th place in terms 
of women's political empowerment. Despite this difference of more than 40 
positions, both contexts show that gender-related challenges persist, 
particularly in digital spaces, where anonymity, speed and amplification 
influence public debate. 

Understanding these dynamics requires examining the environments where 
much of this hostility unfolds. Digital platforms, especially social media, 
have become central to government and political communication (Johansson 
and Johansson, 2025). They are also spaces where users discuss politicians 
and circulate different types of content, including false or misleading 
information. In these environments, digital gender disinformation operates as 
a mechanism, spreading quickly across platforms. As Jankowicz (2021) 
notes, women in public service use social media to gain visibility, but it is 
also a space where they are exposed to harm.  

 

1 “The Global Gender Gap Index annually benchmarks the current state and evolution of 
gender parity across four key dimensions (subindexes): Economic Participation and 
Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival, and Political Empowerment” 
(WEF, 2025, p.5) 
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The increasingly organised pushback at gender equality and feminism (UN 
Women, 2026) creates fertile ground for narratives that distort the truth about 
women in public life, portraying them as untrustworthy, overly emotional, or 
unfit for leadership. As Alcántara and Valentim (2023) note, such narratives 
damage the reputations of women in politics, discourage participation, and 
ultimately exacerbate gender disparities in representation. 

Despite its growing relevance, this phenomenon is still being defined, and 
there is no cohesive conceptualization yet, as Kate Saner (2026) notes in the 
introduction to the special issue on gendered disinformation. Some scholars 
frame it as a subset of disinformation, while others understand it as a form of 
gender‑based violence. What is clear is that disinformation is expanding 
globally: across 25 countries, 72% of adults consider the spread of false 
information online a major threat (Poushter et al., 2025). This threat affects 
not only public understanding but also democratic processes and human 
rights. Yet the gendered and digital dimensions of disinformation –and their 
specific effects on politically active women– remain understudied. In 
addition, much of the existing research comes from the Global North 
(Alcántara and Valentim, 2023; Saner, 2026), leaving gaps in understanding 
how these dynamics operate in diverse political, cultural, and 
socio‑economic contexts. 

Sweden and Bolivia offer a valuable comparative lens for examining digital 
gender disinformation targeting women in politics. While both countries are 
formally committed to gender equality, they differ significantly in political 
culture, media ecosystems, and the lived experiences of women in public life. 
Sweden has high digital literacy and strong democratic institutions, yet 
online disinformation persists despite robust protections. Bolivia, with one of 
the world’s highest rates of women’s political representation, also faces 
gendered narratives that circulate digitally and shape public perceptions. 
Comparing these two cases makes it possible to identify both shared 
mechanisms and context-specific dynamics, strengthening our understanding 
of how digital gender false information affects democracy in different 
environments. 

This study focuses on the political arena, which is one of the most public 
spaces in which societal values are contested and negotiated. More 
specifically, it examines electoral campaigns, which are periods when the 
flow of information intensifies and political actors are subject to greater 
public scrutiny. In this context, digital gender disinformation can influence 
how women are perceived, restrict their participation in politics, and affect 
broader democratic outcomes. 

This study applies a qualitative methodology through semi-structured 
interviews with women in politics in Bolivia and Sweden. By focusing on the 
perspectives of politicians in their roles as public officials and on phenomena 
that are observable to the public, the study aims to provide empirical insights 
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into the mechanisms, narratives and democratic implications of digital 
gendered disinformation in contemporary political communication 
environments. Therefore, this study aims to contribute a conceptual model 
resulting from the analysis of empirical information contrasted with existing 
theory on digital gender disinformation. 

The first section of the thesis introduces the research problem, purpose, and 
questions. The second section presents the key concepts of the study and the 
theory of gender disinformation, which functions as the analytical foundation 
for the empirical analysis. The third section describes the methodological 
approach, including the analytical procedures, the comparative design, 
interviews’ procedure, ethical considerations, and the study’s limitations and 
sustainability considerations. The fourth section presents the empirical 
findings from Bolivia and Sweden. The fifth section discusses these findings 
in relation to existing theory, identifying the mechanisms, narratives, and 
democratic implications of digital gender disinformation. Finally, the sixth 
section offers the conclusions of the study and presents the conceptual model 
of digital gendered disinformation, highlighting its contributions, limitations, 
and implications for future research.  

1.1 Background 

This section provides a brief description of each context to be studied to 
facilitate understanding of the background of each case. Initially, the political 
and socio-demographic characteristics of each country will be presented; 
subsequently, the situation of women’s political participation and gender 
equality in Sweden and Bolivia will be described. Then, the political 
communication contexts will be presented, describing digital media and 
political campaigns in each country, to conclude with an explanation of 
contemporary electoral contexts in recent and upcoming political campaigns. 

1.1.1 Political and Socio-Demographic Contexts: Sweden and 
Bolivia 

Sweden and Bolivia provide contrasting yet complementary contexts for 
examining gendered digital disinformation in politics. Sweden, a 
high-income Northern European democracy, is characterized by 
long-standing political stability, high institutional trust, and a strong national 
commitment to gender equality. It consistently ranks among the world’s top 
performers in global gender-equality indices and is frequently cited as a 
model for inclusive governance (World Economic Forum, 2025). Sweden’s 
parliamentary system, proportional representation, and decentralized 
governance are supported by robust legal frameworks promoting 
transparency, accountability, and gender equality (OECD, 2025; Swedish 
Institute, 2026). 
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Despite these strong institutional foundations, gendered digital harms persist. 
Rather than disappearing, they tend to manifest in more subtle, normalized, 
or culturally embedded forms within Sweden’s highly digitalized political 
environment. As Sweden’s Minister for Gender Equality, Nina Larsson, 
noted, violations in digital spaces were “for far too long accepted” (The 
Guardian, 2025), highlighting how even advanced democracies struggle to 
address online gendered abuse. 

Bolivia is a lower-middle-income country in Latin America with a political 
history shaped by colonial legacies, ethnic diversity, and socio-economic 
inequalities (World Bank, n.d.; Gustafson, 2017). It is a unitary presidential 
republic, where the president serves as both head of state and government, 
and the legislature consists of a bicameral National Congress. Over the past 
two decades, the country has undergone major political changes, including 
constitutional reforms aimed at increasing the participation of historically 
marginalized groups, particularly Indigenous populations and women 
(Postero, 2017). Despite ongoing polarization, frequent government changes, 
and institutional challenges, Bolivia has expanded formal political inclusion 
through measures such as reserved legislative seats for Indigenous 
representatives and gender parity quotas. These structural inequalities and 
political tensions create conditions in which gender disinformation can be 
more overt, racialized, and used within broader political struggles. 

While these countries differ significantly in terms of economic development, 
institutional strength and media systems, both formally endorse gender 
equality and democratic participation. This makes them particularly valuable 
for comparative analysis, as it enables shared patterns and context-specific 
dynamics in the challenges faced by women in politics to be identified. The 
contrast between institutional robustness in Sweden (OECD, 2025) and 
structural fragility in Bolivia (Aparicio & Osorio, 2025) provides a unique 
opportunity to examine how digital gender disinformation adapts to different 
political environments while relying on similar underlying mechanisms. 

1.1.2 Women’s Political Participation and Gender Equality 

The importance of women's political participation in achieving democratic 
legitimacy and the realisation of human rights is widely recognised. 
Increasing women’s representation not only contributes to more inclusive 
governance, but also to the diversification of political agendas and 
perspectives (UN Women, 2023). However, greater visibility in political life 
also increases women’s exposure to gendered attacks, particularly in digital 
environments where misogynistic narratives circulate rapidly and with 
limited accountability. 

Sweden is often regarded as a global leader in gender equality, with women 
holding a significant proportion of parliamentary seats and leadership 
positions. Its high levels of female political representation are due to its 



 

10 
 

gender equality policies, including parental leave, anti-discrimination 
frameworks and gender mainstreaming (Government Offices of Sweden, 
2024). Nevertheless, research indicates that women in politics continue to 
encounter gendered scrutiny, media bias and harassment, particularly in 
digital spaces, even in highly egalitarian contexts (Karlsson & Frödin, 2019). 
This demonstrates that formal equality does not eliminate gendered digital 
harms; instead, it can shift them into more subtle forms of delegitimization 
and anticipatory self-censorship. 

Bolivia offers a contrasting yet equally significant context, combining some 
of the world’s highest levels of women’s political representation with 
persistent structural inequalities. The introduction of gender quotas and 
parity laws has transformed the country's political landscape, raising the 
proportion of women in the Chamber of Deputies and Senate by over 40 
percentage points between 1997 and 2014 (Krook & Restrepo Sanín, 2016; 
TSE, 2017; Pabón, 2025). Equal gender representation is still in place to this 
day. Yet formal inclusion has not translated into substantive equality. 
Women politicians continue to face intersecting discrimination based on 
gender, ethnicity, and class, alongside political violence that seeks to limit 
their influence (Restrepo Sanín, 2018; UN Women, 2023). The rapid 
expansion of women’s political presence has also generated backlash, with 
digital gender disinformation emerging as a strategic tool to undermine their 
legitimacy and reinforce traditional hierarchies (Rocha, 2026). 

These cases demonstrate that, although the pathways to women’s political 
inclusion vary, both contexts reveal challenges that persist beyond formal 
equality. Informal barriers, such as social norms, media representations and 
hostile communication environments, continue to shape women’s 
experiences in political life. Digital gender disinformation emerges as a 
contemporary extension of these informal barriers, operating across both 
contexts despite their institutional differences. 

1.1.3 Digital Media, Political Campaigns, and Contemporary 
Electoral Contexts 

Digital media has become central to political communication in both Bolivia 
and Sweden, especially during election campaigns. Social media platforms 
such as X (Twitter), Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok are now widely used 
by citizens, political actors, and institutions to access and share political 
information (Gearhart et al., 2024). These platforms offer visibility and direct 
communication, but their architecture—driven by virality, algorithmic 
amplification, and audiovisual formats—also creates conditions in which 
gendered narratives and misleading content can circulate rapidly. 

In Sweden, high levels of internet penetration and digital literacy have made 
social media an established component of political campaigning. Parties and 
candidates use these platforms to disseminate information and engage with 
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voters, reflecting broader processes of mediatization (Strömbäck & Esser, 
2014). At the same time, concerns about digital vulnerabilities are increasing. 
An election report found that “social media is seen as the most vulnerable 
channel for the spread of disinformation (81%). AI services rank almost as 
high (76%)” (Schibsted, 2026). These concerns form part of the context 
leading up to the general election on 13 September 2026, where debates on 
immigration, integration, and national identity are prominent, and digital 
platforms play a key role in shaping public discourse. 

In Bolivia, expanding mobile internet access and the growing use of social 
media have transformed political communication, particularly in urban areas 
(Jordan, 2023). Electoral campaigns rely heavily on digital platforms to reach 
diverse audiences, and journalism has increasingly shifted to social networks. 
Lower levels of digital regulation and varying degrees of media literacy 
contribute to the rapid spread of misleading or harmful content, which has 
affected recent electoral processes (Rocha, 2026). During the 2025 
presidential election and subsequent runoff, disinformation was a central 
feature of the campaign, including fabricated polls, personalized attacks, and 
AI-generated material aimed at influencing public opinion (Blanco, 2025). 
These dynamics continue into the 2026 regional elections, taking place in a 
fragmented and competitive political environment. 

Across both countries, electoral periods intensify political communication 
and increase the visibility of women candidates, making them more frequent 
targets of gendered disinformation. Digital platforms accelerate the 
circulation of political messages through speed, anonymity, and algorithmic 
amplification, broadening participation while also creating new 
vulnerabilities. As a result, digital media functions simultaneously as a space 
for political engagement and as a channel through which gendered political 
harm is reproduced. 

1.2 Problem statement 

Digital gender disinformation has emerged as a dangerous and targeted form 
of reality manipulation that undermines gender equality and democratic 
participation. As Alstot (2025) argues, these campaigns delegitimize 
women’s political authority and restrict their presence in public life. Such 
attacks mirror offline patterns of violence and reinforce structural 
inequalities that impede democratic inclusion. 

The democratic implications are deep. Democracy and human rights rest on 
equality, inclusion, participation and non‑violence (Landman, 2018), yet 
digital gender disinformation directly threatens these principles by 
discouraging women from engaging in political life. Queralt (2024) 
emphasizes that democratic values require political spaces to be occupied 
equally –or at least in balanced proportions– by men and women. When 
women are targeted because they are women, with the intention of forcing 
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them out of politics, these attacks cross the threshold from free expression 
into violence (Krook & Restrepo Sanín, 2016). Although directed at 
individuals, their broader effect is collective, functioning to exclude women 
as a group. 

From a human‑rights perspective, digital gender disinformation undermines 
freedom of thought, privacy, freedom of expression and the right to political 
participation (Colomina et al., 2021). At the same time, responses to 
disinformation can themselves generate rights tensions, making the 
phenomenon both urgent and complex. Digital infrastructures – especially on 
social media platforms– intensify these harms, characterized by 
masspersonal communication (Quan‑Haase & Sloan, 2022), algorithmic 
amplification embedded in engagement‑driven business models (Di Meco & 
Brechenmacher, 2020), and the expansion of online expression that fosters 
impunity and blurs online/offline boundaries (Alcántara & Valentim, 2023). 

Despite these risks, digital gender disinformation remains conceptually under 
development and empirically understudied. Existing research often treats 
disinformation generically, overlooking how gender shapes both content and 
impact. Moreover, scholarship is heavily concentrated in the Global North, 
limiting understanding of how the phenomenon unfolds in diverse political, 
cultural and socio‑economic contexts (Saner, 2026). 

This study addresses these gaps by examining digital gender disinformation 
in Sweden and Bolivia, two countries formally committed to gender equality 
but characterized by contrasting political cultures and media ecosystems. 
Analyzing how digital gender disinformation operates in these distinct 
environments makes it possible to identify both shared global patterns and 
context‑specific dynamics, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of 
its mechanisms and democratic consequences, and most importantly, 
providing empirical material. 

1.3 Research purpose, aim and research questions 

The purpose of this study is to examine how digital gender disinformation 
operates within political communication environments, particularly during 
election campaigns. Adopting a comparative qualitative approach based on 
semi-structured interviews with women politicians in Sweden and Bolivia, 
the study aims to provide empirical insights into the mechanisms, gendered 
narratives, and public-facing dynamics of disinformation in digital political 
contexts, while seeking to offer a conceptual model through a systematic 
thematic analysis. Drawing on the perspectives of politicians in their roles as 
public officials and focusing on publicly observable phenomena, the study 
also explores the broader democratic implications of gender disinformation 
for political participation, representation, and public debate. The following 
research questions will guide this study: 
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• What mechanisms and gendered narratives characterize digital 
disinformation targeting women in politics on social platforms in 
Sweden and Bolivia, based on publicly observable examples 
referenced by interviewees? 

• How do women politicians in Sweden and Bolivia perceive and 
interpret digital gender disinformation, and how do they 
professionally respond to it in their political communication 
environments? 

• How does digital gender disinformation manifest within political 
digital environments in Sweden and Bolivia, according to the 
professional perspectives of women public officials? 

• How do women politicians understand the democratic consequences 
of digital gender disinformation for political participation, 
representation, and the functioning of digital public spheres in 
Sweden and Bolivia? 
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2 Theory 
This thesis's analysis is guided by Gender Disinformation Theory, it 
brings together different theoretical contributions, primarily drawing on 
Hedling’s as its backbone and complementing them with the work of 
other contemporary scholars, such as Saner, Smedberg and Håkansson. 
This section presents the theory from these scholars' perspectives, 
describing how it informs both the identification of relevant empirical 
patterns and the interpretation of how such patterns are experienced and 
articulated by women politicians in Sweden and Bolivia. 

2.1 Defining Gender disinformation  

This study views gender disinformation as a political strategy that seeks 
to harm and delegitimize individuals based on their gender or gender 
identity by disseminating false, altered or manipulated information. This 
strategy also damages democratic systems. Furthermore, the study 
acknowledges that gender disinformation has grown exponentially as a 
social phenomenon thanks to digital and technological infrastructures.  

Gender disinformation is not a new phenomenon, although its 
contemporary expressions have been profoundly reshaped by digital 
environments. Narratives such as “what would she know, she’s a 
woman,” “women belong in the kitchen,” or “women are too emotional 
to lead” have long circulated in societies, especially the ones structured 
by patriarchy, resurfacing with particular force when women gain 
visibility or assume leadership roles.  

In today's digital ecosystem, these narratives are amplified through the 
use of manipulated images, videos, audio clips, screenshots and rapidly 
circulating message chains. As Quiroz (2025) notes, the conceptual 
evolution of the field has led to the abandonment of the term 'fake news' 
due to its imprecision. This has given way to a clearer distinction 
between 'misinformation', which is unintentional false content, and 
'disinformation', which is the deliberate production of misleading 
material. This distinction is important because disinformation is not 
always overtly hostile; it can operate strategically and subtly to shape 
perceptions and influence behavior (Palm & Refsing, 2023). When these 
mechanisms specifically target women because of their gender, the 
phenomenon takes on the characteristics identified in the literature as 
gender disinformation. 

In this thesis, gender disinformation is defined through a synthesis of key 
scholarly contributions. Di Meco and Brechenmacher (2020) describe 
gender disinformation as the spread of false or misleading information 
and images targeting women political leaders, journalists, and public 
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figures, drawing on misogyny and stereotypical gender roles. Sessa 
(2020) adds that such content not only reproduces misogynistic narratives 
but reinforces the structural biases that sustain gender inequality.  

Building on this, Hedling and Smedberg (2026) identify four main 
tactics: misogynistic narratives, homophobic or transphobic narratives, 
sexualized or sexually suggestive content, and targeted harassment. 
These categories illustrate the breadth of the phenomenon and its ability 
to adapt across political, cultural, and media contexts. Saner (2026) 
further observes that gender disinformation thrives in environments 
where gender equality is contested, distorting its meaning and 
undermining women’s legitimacy in public life. 

Taken together, these contributions inform the definition used in this 
thesis, which is intended to support the analysis of patterns in the 
empirical material obtained from interviews with Bolivian and Swedish 
interviewees, and then propose a conceptual model. 

2.2 Analytical framework 

Although this study draws on multiple theoretical contributions, 
Hedling’s work forms the backbone of the analytical framework. Her 
approach is particularly relevant because it situates gender disinformation 
within political communication processes highlighting its strategic and 
instrumental aspects, which are directly relevant to this research theme. 

Hedling (2025) argues that gender disinformation does not originate in 
social media itself but in its normalization within public discourse, which 
complicates regulation and amplifies its impact. She conceptualizes 
gender disinformation as a deliberate political strategy, one that is 
planned, orchestrated, and oriented toward specific objectives, under a 
logic of “divide and conquer”. 

This perspective enables the study to analyze how gender disinformation 
operates within electoral campaigns and digital political environments by 
drawing attention to processes of polarization, the normalization of 
misogynistic discourse, the instrumentalization of gender, and broader 
democratic implications. As an analytical lens, it helps to interpret the 
empirical material by focusing on patterns of delegitimization, credibility 
attacks, and gendered framing. 

Hedling’s work also clarifies the relationship between disinformation and 
violence. Together with Smedberg, she argues that disinformation can 
function as an initiator, conduit, or enabler of violence, particularly in 
digital spaces where the boundary between hate speech and freedom of 
expression becomes blurred. This insight is relevant to this study, as 
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overlaps between concepts also appear in the empirical material, 
consistent with observations in the literature (Jankowicz et al., 2021). 

In contrast, Gehrke, Amit, and Eedan (2025) conceptualize gender 
disinformation as violence in itself, rather than merely a precursor to it. 
This interpretation is analytically relevant because it draws attention to 
the direct harm experienced by individuals, particularly in relation to 
identity‑based targeting and psychological impact. 

In this thesis, gender disinformation is not understood as a form of 
gender‑based violence, but rather as an initiator of it, similar to the role 
played by hate speech and other forms of online abuse. Gender 
disinformation may not always contain explicit violent expressions, yet 
its intention is still to cause harm. 

Additional theoretical contributions enrich these theories. Håkansson 
(2023) examines how gendered leadership stereotypes –associating 
women with communal traits such as sensitivity, care, and collective 
orientation– create contradictory expectations that can be easily 
weaponized through disinformation. Women may be deemed unfit to lead 
for being “too feminine,” or criticized for violating gender norms when 
exercising authority. These ideas are useful for interpreting the gendered 
narratives in this study. Meanwhile, Gehrke’s work on Brazil introduces 
an intersectional and decolonial dimension that is especially relevant for 
the analysis of the Bolivian context. Her research shows how race and 
coloniality intensify gender disinformation against racialized women, 
who face attacks that combine misogyny with racial stereotypes and 
historical hierarchies. 

In this study, Gender Disinformation Theory is not used as a rigid or 
prescriptive framework, but as an interpretive lens that guides the 
analysis of the empirical material –in the conceptualization step, after 
following an inductive approach–. Its role is to situate gender 
disinformation within broader discussions on political communication, 
digital political dynamics, and democratic consequences in contexts such 
as Sweden and Bolivia. 

The framework draws on Hedling’s concepts to identify patterns of 
political delegitimization, credibility attacks, and strategic narrative 
construction, while the work of Di Meco, Sessa, and Håkansson helps 
explain how gendered stereotypes and structural inequalities are 
reproduced in disinformation narratives. Saner and Gehrke add 
contextual and intersectional perspectives that situate gender 
disinformation within broader socio‑political dynamics. Together, these 
theories do not determine codes or themes but offer an interpretive lens 
that supports understanding the phenomenon and guides the construction 
of the conceptual model of how digital gender disinformation operates.  
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3 Qualitative research design 
This qualitative study uses semi-structured interviews with women 
politicians in Sweden and Bolivia to examine how digital gender 
disinformation operates within political communication environments. The 
empirical material is interpreted through a systematic thematic analysis 
(STA), applied inductively and comparatively. This design aligns with the 
study’s aim of identifying patterns and narratives of gender disinformation 
and understanding how women politicians perceive, interpret, and navigate 
these dynamics in their roles as public officials. 

A qualitative approach is chosen because it is particularly well suited to 
research focused on meanings, interpretations, experiences, and 
communicative practices rather than on measuring frequency or causal 
relationships (Hansen and Machin, 2018). Methods concerned with analyzing 
communication content remain relevant when studying people, particularly 
when examining how mediated communication shape social realities. This is 
especially important in digital political environments, where communication 
is shaped by platform affordances, visibility mechanisms, and rapidly 
circulating narratives. 

A comparative qualitative approach aims to examine how digital gender 
disinformation operates across two distinct sociopolitical contexts. The 
cross-case comparison is transversal: similarities and differences in 
mechanisms, narratives, professional perspectives, and democratic 
consequences begin to surface during the interviews and continue to develop 
throughout the systematic thematic analysis, later informing the analysis, 
findings and conclusions. This perspective strengthens the study’s 
contribution by moving beyond single‑case insights to reveal broader 
tendencies in gendered political communication. 

Semi‑structured interviews are used in this study to explore how women 
politicians understand and navigate digital gender disinformation. This 
method is guided by a set of pre‑established questions but allows flexibility 
in the order, wording, and addition of new questions as relevant issues 
emerge during the conversation. As Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) explain, 
semi‑structured interviews are designed to elicit detailed accounts of how 
participants interpret specific phenomenon, making them particularly suitable 
for examining perceptions, experiences, and communicative practices within 
digital political environments. In addition, Bryman (2016) emphasizes that 
semi‑structured interviews support probing and clarification without 
compromising comparability. 

This study employs systematic thematic analysis (STA) to interpret the 
interview material through an inductive approach. STA is selected because 
the study aims to identify patterns, mechanisms, and gendered narratives of 
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digital disinformation while also developing a conceptual model of the 
phenomenon, an important goal given that digital gender disinformation 
remains under-development with limited existing theoretical frameworks. 

This is a model proposed by Naeem, Ozuem, and Ranfagni (2023) expands 
traditional thematic analysis by integrating conceptualization and theory 
development into the analytical process. Whereas traditional thematic 
analysis focuses on familiarization, coding, theme development, and 
reporting (Boyatzis, 1998; Elliott, 2018; Braun and Clarke, 2012), STA 
incorporates additional stages –such as keyword identification and 
conceptualization– to strengthen the link between empirical findings and 
theoretical insights. This enhanced structure makes STA particularly suitable 
for a study seeking to move beyond descriptive themes and toward the 
development of a conceptual model of digital gender disinformation. A 
visual representation of the STA process is provided in Appendix 2. 

3.1 The semi-structured interviews  

This study primarily uses semi-structured interviews as a means of 
constructing knowledge (Kvale, 1996). The flexible format allowed the 
introduction of follow‑up questions to clarify or deepen emerging ideas, 
enabling the identification of perceptions, mechanisms, and gendered 
narratives that are not visible through the literature alone but surface through 
participants’ accounts. The study included eight interviews –four with 
Bolivian and four with Swedish politicians– representing women active at 
both local and national levels who have participated in electoral campaigns. 
The following section outlines the sampling strategy, sample size, interview 
guide, and interviews’ procedures in detail. 

3.1.1 Sampling strategy  

The study used purposeful sampling to identify participants capable of 
contributing relevant, context-specific, and professionally grounded 
knowledge. Purposeful sampling is widely used in qualitative research to 
select information-rich cases, making efficient use of limited resources by 
focusing on individuals who are particularly knowledgeable about the 
phenomenon of interest (Palinkas et al., 2015). This approach was 
appropriate for a study seeking depth and contextual understanding rather 
than statistical representativeness. 

Women politicians who had participated in electoral campaigns in Bolivia 
and Sweden constituted a relevant group. Recruiting participants from both 
countries enabled the study to examine how similar forms of gender 
disinformation manifested across different political and media contexts. 
Within each national setting, participants were selected to ensure variation in 
political level, campaign experience, and public visibility. This allowed the 
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study to capture a range of perspectives while maintaining focus on the core 
target group. 

3.1.2 Selection procedure 

The selection of interviewees was guided by parameters defining participant 
eligibility. Women had to have worked in the political field during electoral 
campaigns, ideally as candidates or in other visible roles promoting a 
political party, have conducted this work in either Bolivia or Sweden, have 
recent campaign experience (given the rapid evolution of social media), and 
have experienced some degree of public exposure on digital platforms. 

Different strategies were used to contact women politicians. In Bolivia, 
participants were reached either through professional networks that shared 
their contact information (two cases) or through direct contact via Facebook, 
where they maintained public profiles. A similar pattern occurred in Sweden: 
one interviewee was contacted through professional networks, while the 
remaining three were reached via email addresses available on official 
parliamentary and municipal websites. 

Variation in participant profiles was intentionally sought to broaden 
perspectives and strengthen the comparative dimension of the study. Efforts 
were made to include women of different ages –in both countries, 
participants ranged from their 30s to their 60s– as well as women from 
left- and right-leaning parties. Politicians from both local and national levels 
were also included. This procedure ensured that the final sample consisted of 
participants capable of providing analytically relevant and contextually 
grounded perspectives. 

3.1.3 Justification of sample size 

The study comprised eight semi-structured interviews, with four participants 
in both Bolivia and Sweden. This sample size was appropriate for a 
qualitative design for two main reasons. First, it enabled analytical depth and 
second, the similarity in participants’ profiles –all women politicians– 
indicated that thematic saturation would likely be reached with a small, 
professionally comparable group, even if saturation could not be determined 
a priori (Bouncken, et al., 2025). 

An equal distribution of participants across the two countries ensured 
meaningful cross-context comparison without compromising depth. Finally, 
because women in politics constitute a time-constrained and potentially 
vulnerable group, a small and targeted sample reduced participant burden 
while remaining feasible within the scope of the research plan. 
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3.1.4 Semi-structured interview guide 

The interview guide followed the principles outlined by Kallio et al. (2016), 
who describe it as a set of questions designed to direct the conversation 
toward the research topic while allowing flexibility. The semi-structured 
format supported a conversational interaction, enabling the interviewer to 
adjust the order of questions and move naturally between themes. Preparing 
an interview guide was therefore essential, as each question needed a clear 
purpose and had to align with the overall research aim, as emphasized by 
Galletta (2013). 

Based on these principles, the guide was organized into seven sections, 
combining “main themes” and “follow-up questions” typical of 
semi-structured interviews (Kallio, 2016). The first section introduced the 
study, expressed appreciation for the participant’s involvement, and covered 
GDPR procedures and consent to record. The second section included 
warm-up questions to gather contextual information about the participant’s 
background, electoral experience, and use of digital media. 

The next four sections corresponded to the “Middle Segment: Questions of 
Greater Specificity.” (Galletta, 2013). These were directly linked to the 
research questions (RQ) and addressed: mechanisms and gender narratives 
(RQ1), professional perspectives and public-facing dynamics (RQ2), 
dynamics in the digital political environment (RQ3), and consequences for 
democracy (RQ4). 

The final section invited participants to share additional reflections and 
allowed space for follow-up questions based on their responses. It concluded 
with a closing message, an expression of appreciation, and a brief 
explanation of the next steps in the research process. The complete interview 
guide is provided in Appendix 1 for reference. 

3.1.5 Interviews’ procedure 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted online using Zoom. Formal 
invitations were sent to twelve women in Bolivia and twenty-five in Sweden, 
resulting in four confirmed interviews in each country. These invitations 
were delivered digitally and included an explanation of the research aims, the 
scope of the study, and information on GDPR procedures, following the 
guidelines of the Ethical Advisory Board in South East Sweden. 

Once invitations were accepted, interview dates and times were coordinated 
with participants. Each interview lasted approximately one hour. Individual 
Zoom links were provided, and the waiting-room function was activated to 
control access and safeguard participants. 
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Interviews were conducted with women from diverse professional 
backgrounds within the political sphere. There was no intentional selection 
based on ideology, although a plurality of voices was sought. 

After obtaining consent, sessions were recorded for transcription. All 
participants were asked the same core questions, with additional probing or 
follow-up questions introduced when responses opened new themes or 
required elaboration. At the end of each interview, recordings were labeled 
with participant codes and stored securely. 

3.2 Systematic thematic analysis  

Following the STA procedure, the empirical material analysis for this 
research project proceeded through the following steps: 

1) Once the interviews had been completed, the recordings were 
transcribed using Good Tape. The Bolivian interviews were then 
translated into English and all the interviews were reviewed to 
become familiar with the data. 

2) The next step was to highlight the keywords while reading the 
interviews. The keyword selection process followed 6Rs 
proposal: realness, richness, repetition, rationale, repartee and 
regal (Naeem, et al, 2023).  

Zotero platform was used for this process since it was already 
being used as a document and reference management tool for the 
literature review stage of this research. The platform provides 
tagging and highlighting tools in different colors, which were 
used to organize the keywords. Although the codes had not yet 
been identified at this point of the process, the selection of colors 
was intended to begin identifying repetitions and patterns in 
specific thematic areas. For instance, orange was assigned to the 
keywords reflecting gender disinformation narratives, pink was 
assigned to the keywords related to formats and platforms, and so 
on. 

At this stage, a comparison was made between the qualitative 
material from Bolivia and Sweden, despite some differences and 
similarities having already been identified during the interviews. 
This was guided by taking notes during the interview stage, as 
well as noting the keywords that were more prevalent in one 
country than the other. 

3) As Braun and Clarke note, codes identify and label features of the 
data that are potentially relevant to the research question. In this 
step, the complex textual empirical material was transformed into 
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a more theoretical form to facilitate the identification of elements 
connected to the research questions (Naeem, et al, 2023). 

As mentioned in the previous step, an initial dialogue was 
established between the highlighted keywords and potential codes 
through the use of color grouping. This preliminary step helped 
capture central messages and emerging coding patterns within the 
empirical material. The keywords were typed down in a 
document, visually clustered and then transformed into 
representative codes that summarized them into broader 
conceptual categories. As the list of codes was still extensive, an 
additional round of conceptual clustering was conducted using 
Lucidchart –an application for creating visual diagrams– which 
resulted in a final set of eight codes. 

The coding process was then carried out in Atlas.ti –a platform 
designed for organizing and systematizing qualitative material. 
The interviews were reviewed again in Atlas.ti, where the codes 
were applied to the relevant segments of each transcript. Atlas.ti 
was used at this stage because its comparison functions allowed 
all excerpts associated with a given code to be displayed together, 
facilitating cross-case analysis. From a comparative perspective, 
several shared codes emerged across the Bolivian and Swedish 
interviews, while others appeared only within one national 
context. The full code list is available in the Appendix 3. 

In addition, an active dialogue began at this stage between the 
empirical material and the theoretical literature. The inductive 
codes were also applied to the literature in Atlas.ti to identify 
potential ideas and quotes that could later be used to explain the 
phenomenon in the conceptualization step. 

4) The next step consisted in the development of the themes. This 
stage involved organizing the codes into meaningful groups to 
identify patterns and relationships, thereby generating insights 
relevant to the research questions. This is a more abstract phase, 
as themes represent patterned meanings that connect the empirical 
material with the analytical aims of the study. 

To achieve this, a new round of idea grouping was conducted in 
which the eight codes were gathered and clustered when they 
represented similar concepts. At this stage, the themes were also 
developed inductively by interpreting how these groups of codes 
related to one another, while the theoretical framework served to 
support and deepen the interpretation rather than predetermine 
categories. 
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The emerging themes were then compared with the research 
questions to ensure coherence, relevance, and alignment with the 
study's purpose. As a result, four themes were developed, which 
are presented in the analysis section. These themes relate to the 
research questions at different levels, meaning that some address 
a single question while others respond to several simultaneously. 

To visualize the outcome of this process, a diagram was created in 
Lucidchart to illustrate the connections between research 
questions, codes, and themes in a clear and organized way. The 
diagram is included in Appendix 4. 

5) The conceptualization step, according to Naeem, et al (2023), 
involves interpreting the overall research results in relation to the 
relevant literature. It can be understood as an active dialogue 
between the theoretical framework and the interview material, 
using the keywords, codes, and themes as channels that guide the 
required interpretation. This process ultimately leads to an 
explanation of the phenomenon under study. 

In this research, the conceptualization step took place primarily in 
the discussion section, where the themes were interpreted through 
the lens of the theoretical framework, always with the aim of 
responding to the research questions. 

6) Finally, a conceptual model was developed as the final step of the 
STA. The model emerged from the interpretation of the four 
themes and their relationships, which were subsequently 
examined in dialogue with the theoretical framework. Following 
Grodal et al. (2021), this process involved generating a novel 
application of the selected theories within the specific context of 
digital gender disinformation. The conceptual model presented in 
the conclusions section reflects this by translating the analytical 
findings into a theoretically informed representation of digital 
gender disinformation. 

3.3 Ethical considerations 

Before beginning the study, an application regarding the processing of 
personal data was submitted in accordance with the General Data Protection 
Regulation, to ensure compliance with legal and ethical requirements 
throughout the research process. The recommendations received through this 
process, together with the advisory opinion from Ethical Advisory Board in 
South East Sweden / Etikkommittén Sydost (Dnr 1199-2026), informed the 
ethical procedures implemented throughout the study.  
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As the study involved participants in Bolivia, where no national public 
research ethics committees currently exist, it adhered to relevant Bolivian 
ethical parameters. This included the principles outlined in the Código 
Nacional de Ética Periodística (National Code of Journalistic Ethics), where 
applicable to research involving political communication and public figures. 
For example, the 5th point which states that the identity of confidential 
sources of information must be protected or the 7th which states that the 
information embargo and the "off the record" must be respected or the 11th 
which states that the dignity, honor, privacy, and private life of all public and 
private individuals must be respected (2022). 

The study required careful ethical consideration. Participation was entirely 
voluntary and based on a two-step verbal informed consent procedure, as 
recommended by Etikkommittén Sydost. They were informed that they had 
been selected because their professional experience in politics and how this 
could provide valuable insights into the study's focus. The interview 
questions addressed only professional perspectives, public-facing 
observations and publicly observable dynamics of gender disinformation. 
Participants were explicitly instructed not to share any private, sensitive or 
distressing information. They were free to pause, skip any question, or 
withdraw at any time without providing a reason. 

To protect confidentiality, all the material was pseudo-anonymized using 
country-coded identifiers (e.g. B1–B4 for Bolivia and S1–S4 for Sweden). 
Any potentially identifying details were removed during transcription, or 
paraphrased to prevent recognition. Audio recordings were transferred 
immediately to Linnaeus University’s OneDrive. Access to the material was 
restricted to the master's student, the academic supervisor and, upon request, 
the examiners. In accordance with the committee’s recommendations, the 
code key linking identifiers to participants was stored separately on an 
encrypted USB device kept in a locked location. 

The study complied with the GDPR, including the principles of lawful, fair 
and transparent processing, purpose limitation, data minimisation, accuracy, 
secure storage and timely deletion set out in Article 5. As the study did not 
collect any sensitive personal data other than participants' professional 
reflections on publicly observable gender disinformation, the risks to 
participants were minimal (Linnaeus University Library, 2026). 

3.4 Limitations and Sustainability Considerations 

The study originally aimed to examine how gender disinformation intersects 
with hate and violence through the experiences of women politicians. After 
assessing potential risks and following GDPR guidelines, the scope was 
adjusted to focus on professional perspectives and on disinformation as the 
central phenomenon. Although hate and violence were not directly 



 

25 
 

investigated, they surfaced naturally in the interviews, as disinformation 
often precedes or triggers these dynamics. 

Another limitation to consider is that this thesis relies mainly on the 
perceptions and personal experiences of women politicians. This could 
introduce potential bias, as it is based on the participants' personal views and 
interpretations. Nevertheless, the plurality of voices aimed to minimize this 
effect, as did contrasting them with the literature. 

Language also presents a limitation. In Sweden, interviews were conducted 
in English, which is not the first language of either participants or the 
researcher, potentially limiting nuance. In Bolivia, interviews were 
conducted in Spanish and later translated into English, meaning some 
expressions may not have exact equivalents. Additionally, the limitations of 
the language, including the translation process, may have shaped the 
material. 

Another challenge relates to the conceptual status of gender disinformation, 
which remains theoretically under-development. Several interviewees 
referred primarily to experiences of violence rather than disinformation, 
reflecting the conceptual overlap and the difficulty of distinguishing these 
phenomena in practice. 

From a sustainability and ethical perspective, the study addresses the social 
dimension of sustainability by examining how gender disinformation 
undermines democratic participation and equal representation.   
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4 Analysis 
This section presents the findings from the interviews conducted in Sweden 
and Bolivia. These results are organized into four themes derived from the 
STA. In developing these themes, keywords and codes functioned as 
analytical tools that guided the identification of thematic patterns responding 
directly to the purpose of the study and the four research questions. The 
following subsections explain the coding process, themes identification, and 
the empirical evidence from the interviews. 

4.1 Coding digital gender disinformation  

After identifying the emerging keywords in the interviews from each 
country, a comparative approach was used to examine similarities and 
differences between the two contexts. As outlined in the research design, the 
first step of the STA involved colors highlighting keywords, which 
facilitated the grouping of similar categories during the revision of the 
interviews. 

The grouping of keywords into codes followed an inductive logic based on 
semantic similarity and conceptual proximity. Keywords referring to 
comparable phenomena, processes, or meanings were clustered together. 
This required iteratively reviewing the initial keyword lists, comparing them 
across both country cases, and refining the clusters until analytically coherent 
categories emerged. 

From this organization, a preliminary list of codes was developed. Because 
the list remained extensive, a second round of clustering was conducted, 
resulting in eight representative codes. The complete list appears in Figure 1 
and Appendix 3. The final codes derived from the analysis are as follows: 

1) Structural and contextual factors, 2) Actors and networks, 3) Digital 
mechanisms and formats, 4) Gender disinformation narratives, 5) Perceptions 
and interpretations, 6) Responses and coping strategies, 7) Democratic 
consequences, and 8) Solutions and recommendations 
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Figure 1: Coding Digital Gender Disinformation (Designed with Lucid Software Inc. 2026) 



 

28 
 

The initial eight codes were analyzed to identify patterns, relationships and 
levels of abstraction. This involved evaluating how each code contributed to 
answering the research questions. 

Three related codes were initially identified: Structural and Contextual 
Factors, Actors and Networks, and Digital Mechanisms and Formats. These 
codes describe interconnected aspects of the production and circulation of 
digital gender disinformation. Together, these codes formed the basis of the 
first theme, encompassing the structural, political and technological 
conditions that enable this phenomenon. 

A second theme emerged from the code Gender Disinformation Narratives, 
representing a distinct analytical layer related to the content, stereotypes and 
delegitimizing functions of the narratives used against women in public life. 
As this code presented a coherent and autonomous pattern in the empirical 
material, it was elevated to the status of an independent theme. 

The third theme was formed by combining the codes Perceptions and 
Interpretations and Responses and Coping Strategies, as well as selected 
elements from Democratic Consequences. Collectively, these codes describe 
how women politicians understand, manage and respond to gender 
disinformation in their everyday political practice. They also describe how 
these experiences shape their sense of political participation, security and 
legitimacy. In this theme, democratic consequences are evident in 
perceptions, reflecting the impact of disinformation on women's ability to 
perform political duties, interact with constituents, and maintain an active 
presence in public life. 

The other aspects of Democratic Consequences, relating to institutional 
functioning, public trust and systemic effects, were combined with the 
Solutions and Recommendations code to form the fourth theme. This theme 
encompasses the broader institutional and democratic implications of digital 
gender disinformation, including the harm it causes and the limitations of 
existing responses. 

As Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend, the development of the themes was 
iterative, involving repeated movement between coded extracts, complete 
interviews, the literature and research questions. The four resulting themes 
are: 1) Structural production and circulation of digital gender disinformation, 
2) Gender disinformation narratives as instruments of political 
delegitimization, 3) Navigating gender disinformation in political practice 
and 4) Democratic consequences and limits of institutional responses 
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Each theme is connected to the research questions at different levels. This 
means that some themes may answer one or more of the questions. Figure 2 
below illustrates the interconnection.  

Figure 2: Themes, codes and research questions interconnection. (Designed with Lucid 
Software Inc. 2026) 
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4.2 Interviewing women politicians 

As mentioned earlier, eight women politicians were interviewed, four in each 
country. This subsection presents a synthesis of their profiles without 
disclosing identifying information. Each profile is accompanied by its 
participant code to support the presentation and comparison of the empirical 
material. This section also introduces some initial findings. 

In Sweden, the women interviewed were affiliated with center-right, centrist, 
and left-leaning parties; no participants from more conservative parties 
agreed to take part. 

In Bolivia, the party system is less stable and clearly defined, marked by the 
“fragmentation and organizational weakness of most political forces” 
(Mamani, 2025, p. 178). Party positions tend to be fluid, especially in 
relation to the ruling party and opposition blocs, and stable ideological 
alignment is uncommon. There are also no parties that correspond to what is 
typically understood as the far right. Within this context, the Bolivian 
interviewees represented positions ranging from left to center‑right. 

Bolivia 1 (B1) – This profile is characterized by a transition from grassroots 
activism to formal political engagement, driven by involvement in citizen-led 
movements and public advocacy. The individual has participated in national-
level and municipal-level elections, navigating a highly contested political 
environment.  

Bolivia 2 (B2) – This profile reflects a professional career in public sector 
communications, with extensive experience of supporting political 
campaigns from a strategic standpoint. She entered electoral politics via 
institutional networks, which subsequently led to a national-level role. 

Bolivia 3 (B3) – This profile illustrates a route into politics via media and 
communication. It begins with public political commentary and evolves into 
strategic campaign consultancy. She then transitioned to becoming a 
candidate, using her expertise in communication and her public visibility to 
enter formal political competition.  

Bolivia 4 (B4) – This profile reflects a transition into politics following a 
long professional career, driven by civic activism and issue-based advocacy. 
Since then, she has engaged in national legislative roles within coalition-
based political structures, maintaining a focus on specific policies and 
programs.  

Sweden 1 (S1) – This profile reflects a locally embedded trajectory 
combining public administration and youth engagement, with a focus on 
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promoting democratic participation through institutional and educational 
initiatives. She played a facilitative role during an electoral cycle, acting as 
an intermediary between young citizens and political actors while 
maintaining a non-partisan but yet publicly visible position.  

Sweden 2 (S2) – This profile represents a sustained political career, marked 
by a transition from a professional background into full-time political 
engagement. She currently holds an established executive role at a local 
level, demonstrating continuity through repeated electoral participation and 
leadership responsibilities.  

Sweden 3 (S3) – This profile illustrates a structured pathway into national 
politics through institutionalized party mechanisms and prior local-level 
involvement. Advancement occurred through internal selection processes 
emphasizing representational balance, leading to integration into legislative 
politics via incremental progression within party hierarchies.  

Sweden 4 (S4) – This profile reflects a recent entry into politics, followed by 
the rapid advancement of the individual through party structures from the 
municipal to the regional level. She holds an executive role in regional 
governance and has consolidated their position by actively participating in a 
major electoral campaign. 

Among the initial findings related to the interview process, a key difference 
emerged regarding the way participants responded. For example, the 
interviews with the Swedish politicians tended to be more concise, whereas 
the interviews with the Bolivian politicians included more detailed examples 
of gender disinformation identified by the interviewees. These differences 
may be linked to contextual and cultural factors, as well as to language use. 
In the Swedish interviews, both the interviewer and the interviewees 
communicated in a second language, which may pose challenges when 
discussing complex topics such as those addressed in this study. 

4.3 Structural production and circulation of digital 
gender disinformation 

All interviewees recognize that gender disinformation in digital spaces is a 
persistent and relevant issue in both countries. They point to different 
structural factors linked to each setting that enable and sustain this 
phenomenon. In general, there is a common tendency across interviews to 
associate gender disinformation with hate speech and digital violence. While 
this study does not specifically analyze those categories, it is important to 
clarify that gender disinformation, as outlined in the analytical framework, is 
a strategy intended to cause harm, although it does not always rely on 
explicit insults or overtly aggressive narratives. 
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4.3.1 Structural and contextual drivers 

The analysis begins with contextual drivers. In the case of Bolivia, all 
interviewees acknowledge that the country continues to be shaped by deeply 
rooted patriarchal and machista2 dynamics embedded in social, cultural, and 
political life. For example, B1 mentions: 

“Machismo predominates in our country, and this is coming from 
someone who didn’t consider herself a feminist four months ago. But 
yes, this (electoral) campaign has perhaps allowed me to have a 
broader perspective on many things that are wrong in Bolivia.” – B1. 

When it comes to political spaces specifically, these dominant dynamics are 
also reproduced within party structures. As B3 explains:  

“Political parties also have these sexist and patriarchal dynamics. 
Political parties are the first space where you have to elbow your way 
through the ranks with your male colleagues.” – B3. 

In contrast, in the Swedish context, interviewees highlight a growing 
resistance to gender equality narratives and to those who promote them, as 
well as what they perceive as a broader regression in this field. For example, 
S2 notes: 

“I think it's really awful that we are not able to be on the same level, 
men or women or any other. We still have a long journey to go there. 
Even in Sweden, where we have been working with equality for so 
many years, it's still a problem. Maybe it's more of a problem now 
than 10–15 years ago.” – S2.  

In addition, S1 highlights how younger generations are increasingly 
questioning gender equality: 

“We can see a decline in equality in Sweden and globally. But if we 
talk about Sweden, The Swedish Gender Equality Agency 
(Jämställdhetsmyndigheten) did a survey where we see that young 
men are more negative towards equality than older men.” – S1. 

Taken together, both contexts reveal a shared underlying pattern 
characterized by a structural environment in which gender equality is 
contested, systems of domination persist in subtle and evident ways, and 
perceptions of generational shifts contribute to resistance or backlash against 

 

2 Machista is common word used in Spanish speaking countries that refers to patterns of 
behavior in men that emphasize control and dominance, particularly over women and 
marginalized groups such as gay people. It is also associated with hypersexuality, displays of 
male virility, heavy drinking, and aggressive or violent conduct (Masís, 2025). 
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gender-equality narratives. These patterns suggest that gender disinformation 
becomes prevalent when patriarchal logics are integrated into society, which 
is important for defining the phenomenon theoretically. In this sense, the 
findings show that gender disinformation does not emerge in isolation but 
reflects broader social tensions that shape how gendered narratives gain 
traction. 

These structural characteristics of the social fabric in both countries make 
gender disinformation in digital spaces functional and organized. There are 
also additional contextual factors that enable this phenomenon: interactions 
on social media. These can be understood as a reflection of social reality, 
functioning as an extension of the public sphere where private individuals 
come together to engage in rational-critical debate about matters of common 
concern, transforming how society relates to power (Habermas, 1991).  

In contemporary times, social media platforms have become spaces of 
public-opinion formation. For example, DiResta (2025) explains that public 
opinion is shaped through a feedback loop in which influencers create 
engaging content, algorithms amplify content that gains traction, and 
audiences reinforce and remix content that resonates with them. This concept 
resonates with the findings of this study; however, the origin of influential 
content is not necessarily limited to influencers. DiResta also notes that this 
dynamic produces an environment where viral attention often outweighs 
accuracy, and where rumors can harden into reality through repetition and 
validation –this is where gender disinformation fits–.  

As part of this reflection, traditional media outlets have also established a 
strong presence on social media platforms –an evolution that accelerated 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, as highlighted particularly by the Bolivian 
interviewees–. For example, B3 and B4 observe that: 

“Today, I think social media is just as important as traditional media 
(…) You have a lot of journalism there (on Facebook)”. – B3. 

“Social media has returned to the quintessential public space, the 
public sphere of democracy (…) The traditional media have 
surrendered to social media and are amplifying that (gender 
disinformation) too” – B4. 

These observations are particularly relevant because, during electoral 
campaigns, political visibility in traditional media increases significantly, and 
the extension of these media dynamics into digital platforms introduces an 
additional layer that shapes how gender disinformation circulates. This 
overlap between traditional and digital media environments is therefore a key 
dynamic to consider in understanding how disinformation is produced, 
amplified, and made visible in electoral contexts. 



 

34 
 

By acknowledging both the structure of the social fabric and the dynamics of 
digital platforms in the context of electoral campaigns, the next analytical 
finding concerns the dynamics of gender disinformation itself. Participants 
noted that disinformation exists prior to its circulation on social media and 
affects both male and female politicians. However, they agreed that gender 
disinformation, targeting women specifically, is more persistent and more 
severe in both tone and impact. Additionally, if the women have a more 
visible profile in the public sphere, or their voice resonate more strongly, 
they are more exposed to gender disinformation in both country contexts: 

“That's very often that you see women with strong voices, opinion 
leaders. Sometimes they are politicians, and sometimes they are not. 
They are often attacked.” – S4. 

“As long as you don't oppose something complicated, you can go 
unnoticed, but the moment you cause ‘trouble…attacks come” – B4. 

Polarization and normalization are mechanisms that enable the circulation of 
gender disinformation. The interviewees identified these characteristics as 
both a cause and a consequence of gender disinformation, a view that is also 
supported by the theoretical material. Gender backlash creates polarizing 
positions among the public; thus, questioning a woman’s political role 
questions gender equality. On the other hand, normalization is possible due 
to the social fabrics sustained by patriarchy. 

Finally, as part of the structural and contextual drivers, a central element that 
enables gender disinformation to function is its embeddedness within 
political strategy. Across interviews, a set of recurring perceptions reinforced 
the idea that gender disinformation in digital spaces operates as part of a 
planned structure rather than as a random or incidental phenomenon. 
Interviewees consistently described disinformation as premeditated and 
purpose‑driven that seeks to instrumentalize and weaponize women. 

Participants emphasized that there are underlying motivations and actors that 
actively orchestrate or instrumentalize these dynamics. In this regard, 
interviewees note that gender disinformation online: 

“It's not an organic thing, it's a planned thing, which in the case of 
political campaigns is sold as a political strategy.” – B3. 

“Suddenly things are happening on social media that seem to suggest 
an organized crackdown by certain powers, we don't really know 
which ones (…) the problem I see right now, and it's a hypothesis that 
will have to be confirmed, is that I see this is organized. And when 
it's organized by someone in power has a high chance of going viral.” 
– B4. 



 

35 
 

4.3.2 Actors and networks 

As introduced in the previous section, gender disinformation is described as 
part of a broader structural and functional system that relies on the 
involvement of multiple actors. The findings reflect professional perceptions 
and emphasize that the digital environment makes it difficult to identify who 
produces or circulates disinformative content. Anonymity further 
complicates attribution, as online interactions often obscure the identities of 
those engaging in harmful behavior. As Pan et al. (2023) note, when 
individuals believe they are anonymous, they feel shielded from 
consequences and become more willing to engage in actions they might 
avoid if identifiable. 

Across both Bolivia and Sweden, all interviewees identified anonymous or 
pseudonymous accounts as the primary vehicles through which gender 
disinformation circulates. These accounts operate at different levels and in 
different forms. On the one hand, there are profiles managed by individuals; 
on the other, there are more structured systems of coordinated accounts. 

In the Swedish case, interviewees pointed to the presence of bots, trolls, and 
fake profiles as key actors behind disinformative content. They suggest that 
these may be operated by individuals, political parties, or even foreign actors 
seeking to influence public discourse and advance specific agendas: 

“I think that very much is fabricated by what we call the troll 
factories. And then I speak from my own experience a little bit also, 
because when you see mean comments coming in, when you click on 
the profiles, very often it has one or no friends, no posts. So that's 
kind of a signal that it's fake.” – S4. 

“We have learned that there can be extreme right-wing parties. Our 
Swedish media has had a few investigations that have shown us that. 
We also learned from security departments that it might be Russia, it 
might be China. We're not sure. I'm not sure who's behind the bots, 
but of course they have a purpose.” – S3. 

In Bolivia, similar dynamics are present, although they are described using 
locally specific terminology. Interviewees referred to coordinated networks 
of fake accounts as “guerreros digitales” (digital warriors), operating within 
what is commonly known as “guerra sucia” (dirty campaign tactics). These 
systems enable the circulation of aggressive and disinformative content 
under the protection of anonymity. The concept gained particular relevance 
during the political conflicts surrounding the period after the 2019 re-election 
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process, when reports suggested the existence of organized efforts to produce 
and disseminate content aligned with political interests3. 

“The (digital) warriors, for example, they're always on it, they 
dedicate themselves to disinformation, and they attack a lot of 
people.” – B4. 

“There is a lot of coordination when generating content. It also 
demands that all the digital warriors accompany that content with 
supporting comments; almost all the profiles are fake.” – B3. 

Similar to the Swedish case, some Bolivian interviewees also suggested that 
gender disinformation may be linked to broader international or transnational 
agendas, including anti-gender movements. B3 notes instances in which 
disinformation campaigns appeared to originate from outside the country: 

“We were able to confirm that it involved IPs coming from 
Venezuela (…) generating 2,000 pieces of content a day against a 
woman candidate.” – B3. 

Another interviewee in Bolivia describes how, during a campaign she 
participated in, it was possible to trace financial investments in 
disinformative content with gendered components as part of a broader smear 
campaign: 

“Fully demonstrable with payments (…) on Facebook alone, 125 
pages, including ghost media outlets, meme pages, and regular media, 
spent around 4.5 million Bolivianos (USD 650,000) on advertising 
during the campaign months. On TikTok, more than 200 pages were 
dedicated to the attack. And some influencers were also paid (…) 
we've mapped about 12 who received payments to attack.” – B1. 

Another common point across interviewees in both countries is that gender 
disinformation has a high potential for virality, largely because it relies on 
the polarizing narratives. However, for such content to reach wider 
audiences, the participation of real users becomes crucial. Citizens with 
authentic profiles play a key role in amplifying disinformation by sharing, 

 

3 CEDIB (Centro De Documentacion E Informacion Bolivia) reported that the “digital 
warriors” originated when Evo Morales’s government created the Social Media Directorate 
to design communication strategies that defended his administration and supported his 
re-election efforts. This structure has continued operating under President Luis Arce. Its 
scope became clearer when Meta reported dismantling coordinated networks of false 
accounts from Bolivia and Cuba that were used to discredit opposition leaders and 
stigmatize journalists and media outlets critical of the government. 
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commenting, and engaging with content, thereby activating platform 
algorithms that increase its visibility: 

“I can guarantee you that people do believe in the dirty war.” – B1. 

“People don't always trust politicians, so it's easier for them to believe 
this (dis)information.” – S3. 

“Not trolls, it’s real people, families with their own lives and jobs 
who just write lies and very hurtful things.” – S1. 

“I imagine other people's first reaction is to believe it (gender 
disinformation), because the content is very well put together.” – B3. 

4.3.3 Digital mechanisms and formats 

The mechanisms and formats that function as channels for the diffusion of 
gender disinformation in social media and digital spaces are varied. While 
formats tend to converge, the mechanisms through which they operate are 
often more localized.  

Facebook (B1, B2, B3, B4, S1, S2, S3), TikTok (B1, B2, B3, B4, S1, S2), 
Instagram (B4, S1, S2, S3, S4), and X (B2, B3, B4, S1) –in that order– are 
the platforms most frequently mentioned by interviewees when asked where 
they observe gender disinformation most regularly.  

There is a shared understanding among interviewees that cross-platform and 
multi-format strategies are central to coordinated disinformation campaigns. 
Messages are frequently repeated across different platforms, making use of 
diverse communication formats. B3 describes this dynamic based on her 
observations: 

“I think this goes through a process. The narrative is created first. 
And the coordinated actions of accounts to share all this information. 
Behind that lies the possibility of the pursuit of virality. The pursuit 
of virality, for what purpose? In two senses, it's not just about 
confronting your political adversary and destroying them and all that, 
but also those who are selling and creating this content (…)  I've 
never seen an attack, coordinated and planned, that only uses one 
meme and is just the meme that goes viral. It's a combination of 
things. For example, modifying the face, modifying the voice, and all 
that stuff.” – B3. 

This statement also supports the idea that gender disinformation is part of a 
planned strategy. This is supported by platform affordances that amplify 
content through sharing, commenting, and emoji reactions. These features 
not only enable participation but also feed the engagement metrics that 
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recommender systems depend on, making them susceptible to algorithmic 
bias, user manipulation, echo chambers, and the amplification of misleading 
information (Corsi, 2024).  

Among the formats, short-form video is described by interviewees in Sweden 
and Bolivia as one of the most effective ones for spreading disinformation 
because it fits scrolling habits and rapid content consumption. This is in line 
with what Zeng (2023) found out about short videos on platforms like 
TikTok, Instagram Reels, and YouTube Shorts, which have become 
ubiquitous and have reshaped media engagement. Interviewees also noted 
that many such videos are altered with artificial intelligence to manipulate 
the image and voice of women politicians. For example, S2 describes:  

“Other political parties want the voters to misunderstand what my 
party wanted to say. They can take a movie from my party's site, for 
example on Instagram or TikTok, and remake it so it sounds just 
stupid and ridiculous instead of giving the meaning that we wanted to 
give the voters.” – S2. 

Memes are identified as another common format in gender disinformation 
because they are simple to produce and use satire or parody to spread 
misleading narratives. Ajder and Glick (2023) note that satire has become a 
key space for digitally manipulated content, such as consumer‑tool memes, 
face‑swaps, and more complex scenes. These same techniques are redirected 
in gender disinformation to target women politicians. 

Different mechanisms were identified. For instance, the creation of accounts 
under the names of women politicians, using false content with the intention 
of damaging their reputation. In one case in Sweden, S3 describes a 
colleague’s example: 

“She found out that someone had created accounts about her being 
some escort or like porn star or something. They were creating an 
account with her pictures and trying to make it look like she was 
selling sex on digital platforms.” – S3. 

Interviewees also describe comments and other text‑based content as 
effective mechanisms for reinforcing narratives because they are low‑cost 
and help generate engagement and visibility. This is relevant because it 
represents the stage where citizens interact with and amplify the 
disinformation, as noted earlier. These characteristics both confirm and 
contribute to the theoretical understanding of how gender disinformation 
circulates. 

In the Swedish context, group dynamics are a relevant mechanism in 
facilitating interaction among users. As S1 explains: 
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“I think back in the day we had Flashback4 and people created 
different threads about everything and anything and then came 
Facebook and anyone can create groups and pages on Facebook it's 
quite unregulated I mean you can try and shut them down, but you 
could just create new ones just as fast.” – S1 

Another important dimension when talking about mechanisms is the 
monetization of gender disinformation to reach virality. Investments in paid 
advertising are used to increase the reach and visibility of content. At the 
same time, polarization is identified as a key driver of engagement and 
visibility, B4 mentions: 

“Polarizing discourses are the ones that have the most visibility”, she 
also mentions that “it has been proved that Meta used polarization as 
a mechanism to make more money.” – B4. 

Platform algorithms prioritize content that generates high engagement, which 
contributes to the amplification of polarizing and disinformative narratives. 
According to Van Dijck, Poell, and de Waal (2018), platformization 
describes how digital platforms shape many areas of society by determining 
the rules that give content visibility, legitimacy, and economic value. This 
evidence that gender disinformation becomes not only visible but structurally 
and strategically amplified. 

Beyond platform logics, interviewees also identified the emergence of 
businesses built around disinformation. Some actors profit from the creation 
and circulation of viral content, often at the expense of individuals’ 
reputations. As described by B3: 

“Social media today is monetized and is an open channel for making 
money, and money is being made, especially in election campaigns, at 
the expense of people's dignity. Because you create a series of contents 
that are usually false or that take something, distort it, make 
voiceovers, alter faces, modify, etc. And as that goes viral. The account 
that manages to make this go viral will have a monetizable prize on 
social media or a prize in followers. And those accounts, once they 
have many followers, are also commercialized. I remember when I 
started the election campaign people approached me with commercial 
offers and said ‘Hey, I have a page with 150,000 followers, it costs 
500, 700 dollars, I'll give it to you clean and you set it up’. So, it's 
become a business, a business built on people's dignity.” – B3. 

 

4 Flashback is one of the largest Swedish forums online. 
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In contrast, S4 describes a different experience, noting that a private 
company had even offered her a “troll wall,” a service designed to block 
coordinated content intended to harm:  

“I have an offer of a troll wall that I have not used yet because I didn't 
see the need, but I think I will need it now with the elections coming 
up.” – S4. 

This example shows that multiple forms of monetization have developed 
around digital gender disinformation, including platforms that profit from 
engagement, commercial initiatives that sell disinformation as a political 
strategy, and companies that offer defensive services to those targeted. In this 
context, gender disinformation operates within a broader digital economy in 
which violence, hate speech, and political manipulation generate financial 
incentives at different points in the chain. 

4.4 Gender disinformation narratives as instruments 
of political delegitimization 

Gender disinformation narratives function as instruments for delegitimizing 
women and, in some cases, individuals from the LGBTQ community. This 
study focuses primarily on narratives directed at women, though some 
intersect with other identities and operate as compounded attacks.  

Across interviews, participants emphasized that the strategy of gender 
disinformation seeks to divert public attention. Instead of engaging with 
political proposals or substantive issues, the focus shifts toward the personal 
qualities and identities of women. This dynamic emerges in contexts where 
patriarchal structures persist, hindering progress towards gender equality. 
Here, gender equality is understood as equal access to rights and 
opportunities, regardless of gender identity. This includes, of course, equal 
opportunities to participate in and lead political life. 

While disinformation is widely recognized as a global issue affecting both 
men and women, the interviews raise a critical question: what happens when 
women are systematically targeted because of who they are? Recurrent, 
identity-based attacks can produce psychological and social effects that 
disrupt political spaces oriented toward the common good. Moreover, the 
sustained delegitimization of women as political actors can itself become a 
barrier to equal participation. This section presents the key narratives 
identified through the interviews. 

4.4.1 Delegitimization of competence and capacity  

One of the most persistent narratives across both country contexts relates to 
questioning women’s competence, capacity, and agency in political roles. 
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Women in politics are frequently portrayed as lacking the ability to carry out 
political responsibilities or as being dependent on others who “guide” or 
“dictate” their actions. In this way, gender disinformation undermines 
women’s authority and legitimacy as leaders. This is one of the central 
narratives that helps define gender disinformation and differentiate it from 
gender violence. 

In the Swedish case, interviewees reported that women are often labeled as 
unintelligent, particularly when addressing issues related to gender equality. 
These reactions may be linked to ideological positions that reject or discredit 
such agendas without engaging with their substance. Additionally, women’s 
ability to balance leadership roles is questioned, particularly in relation to 
traditional gender expectations: 

“Well, women are often portrayed as not having the time, or as being 
told that they should focus more on the things they are good at, such 
as taking care of a family or being nurturing. The idea is that politics 
and leading roles are not for women because they don't have the 
mental capacity or strength to stay calm.” – S1. 

“I have been called stupid, for example, because I work for equal 
rights, for equality” – S4. 

Another comment that resonates with this was mentioned by S2, who 
explains that working for gender equality can trigger public distrust of 
politicians. 

“For some uninformed people, it may affect their belief in female 
politicians or parties that promote gender equality.” – S2. 

Similarly, interviewees in Bolivia described how gender disinformation 
seeks to delegitimize their capabilities and authority: 

“There's always an attempt to degrade women in relation to their 
knowledge of public affairs or what they want to manage or what 
they aspire to, under the premise that they don't know.” – B3. 

In a similar way, B4 mentions that gender disinformation: 

“It's an attempt to discredit your competence. That is, to say you're 
not competent to express the opinions you're expressing (…) The 
other thing is that you're (women) actually responding to interests that 
don't reflect your own views or legitimate opinions. To delegitimize 
your opinion” – B4. 

This, she explains, is often rooted in beliefs about gender inferiority: 
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“you're more likely to attack someone you consider inferior in some 
way.” – B4. 

Additionally, B3 reflects on how these narratives deny women’s agency: 
 

“They even framed one candidate with her grandfather and claimed 
that he was the campaign financier and that she had bought her seat. 
The fact of denying their knowledge. Then denying their political 
agency or to deny their abilities. So, this has an intention, right? What 
you're doing there is stripping a person of their knowledge and 
stripping them of their ethics. So, how does that voice matter? You 
invalidate the voice because you're invalidating everything that 
constitutes us as human beings.” – B3. 

Ultimately, the persistent questioning of women’s capacities, abilities and 
agency serves a broader purpose: to divert public attention. Rather than 
encouraging debate on policies, legislation and program proposals, the focus 
shifts towards women’s abilities, as well as their bodies and private lives, as 
will be presented in the next subsections. In doing so, gender disinformation 
undermines not only individual political actors, but also the conditions 
necessary for meaningful democratic deliberation. This pattern demonstrates 
how attacks on women’s competence act as a strategic diversionary tactic, 
replacing substantive political evaluation with personal scrutiny and shaping 
the environment in which political debate takes place. 

4.4.2 Sexualization, moral attacks and dehumanization  

A recurring pattern in both country contexts is the use of sexualization, moral 
attacks, and dehumanization in gender disinformation campaigns. These 
attacks shift attention away from political competence and toward women’s 
bodies, sexuality, and perceived morality, reinforcing gender stereotypes and 
social norms. Through these narratives, women are discredited as political 
actors and reduced to objects of judgment or control. These attacks intersect 
with expectations around respectability, sexuality, and behavior, leading to 
ongoing questioning of women’s legitimacy. As a result, gender 
disinformation undermines credibility and strips women of dignity and 
humanity in digital and political spaces. 

This category of disinformation is often easier to identify, and it highlights 
one of the clearest distinctions between general disinformation and 
gender‑specific disinformation, while also revealing some of the blurry lines 
between gender disinformation and gender‑based violence. For this reason, 
many of the testimonies in this section include comparative reflections, as 
interviewees draw on their professional experiences to distinguish how these 
attacks are specifically directed at women. 
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Sexualization refers to reducing an individual’s worth to their sexual appeal 
or behavior, treating them as an object for others’ use. Research shows that 
sexualization can produce cognitive, emotional, and physical consequences, 
including distress, shame, and anxiety (American Psychological Association, 
2007). 

Interviewees in both Sweden and Bolivia identified sexualization as a 
recurring element of gender disinformation targeting women in politics, as 
well as women in other public roles such as journalists. These attacks often 
take the form of rumors linking women to pornography or suggesting they 
use sex to gain political power, reinforcing stereotypes that question 
women’s competence and merit. Some narratives also draw on sexist tropes 
that connect women’s emotional states to their sexual activity, implying that 
women become unstable or aggressive due to a lack of sex. Across contexts, 
these patterns show how sexualized narratives rely on widely circulating 
assumptions about women’s bodies and sexuality, making them easily 
activated and widely understood within patriarchal social norms.  

These narratives work to delegitimize women as political actors. S2, for 
example, highlights the heightened complexity of gender disinformation 
directed at women: 

“I think we women face a tougher situation than men do. Maybe it's 
not like that for everyone, but it's harder for women than men in 
public. It's more sexualized.” – S2. 

Expanding on this idea, B3 cites ideas from popular imagination that say:  

“’Women couldn't reach certain public offices or certain positions of 
power if they didn't have a romantic relationship with someone’, 
right? Like ‘a romantic relationship with the party leader’, (or other 
narratives like) ‘your wife's a whore, she's sleeping with that guy, 
she's sleeping with her co-worker’.” – B3. 

Adding to this perspective, B1 describes how female candidates are linked to 
men in power through rumored sexual relationships, such as with the 
president of the country. 

“There are sexualized comments like, ‘surely, she's Rodrigo's whore’ 
or ‘Rodrigo Paz's mistress’.” – B1. 

In addition, S4 refers to the popular belief that a woman's mood is 
determined by sexual activity.  

“They are very often attacked sexually. That are angry because they 
didn't get enough of it (sex).” – S4. 
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Moral attacks refer to narratives that question women’s behavior in both their 
political and private lives, often through fabricated content that places them 
in situations deemed ethically or socially inappropriate. Interviewees in both 
countries described cases in which false stories portrayed women as 
engaging in activities considered harmful or socially restricted –such as 
alcohol consumption, cigarette smoking, or drug use. These narratives work 
to undermine women’s credibility by framing them as morally unfit, 
reinforcing gendered expectations about how women should behave in public 
life. 

In Sweden, S2 reported on a candidate who was questioned about smoking 
cigarettes, while S3 describes narratives surrounding women's alcohol 
consumption. 

“It's very common that they say ‘she's always lying’ or ‘go back to 
drink your wine’.” – S3. 

(About a candidate) “Some people think it's okay to comment on how 
she is. How her voice sounds or what lipstick she wears or, ‘oh, we 
saw that she's a smoker’ or whatever. It gives people right to 
comment so many things that has nothing to do with the politic that 
she's talking about.” – S2. 

B1 exemplifies how a pair of politicians from the same party, a man and a 
woman running together, were victims of disinformation. In the case of the 
woman, she was labelled a drug addict and subjected to other forms of 
disinformation based on her gender: 

“There's been a kind of protest vote against X party5 candidates, but 
the protest vote was different for the gubernatorial candidate, who is a 
man. They were saying protest votes for Z (male name) but for X 
(female name), (they said) ‘she's a bitch, a whore, a fool, a drug 
addict’, I mean, and almost all the comments were similar because it's 
easier to call a woman a bad name”. – B1. 

Interviewees emphasized that strong social expectations remain regarding 
how women should behave, particularly the norm that women should not get 
drunk. These expectations operate as gendered moral norms, enabling 
narratives that question women’s integrity and damage their public image. 

Moral and ethical attacks also extend to questioning women’s transparency 
and intentions when pursuing a political career. Interviewees noted the 

 

5 For GDPR purposes, some data has been removed from this quote to maintain the pseudo-
anonymization of the interviewees. 
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presence of narratives that frame women as dishonest or self-interested, 
further undermining their legitimacy as political actors. 

B3 illustrates this type of disinformation by comparing the political 
trajectories of men and women in Bolivia and highlighting the rhetoric 
applied to each group. She notes that several prominent male politicians –
such as Evo Morales, Tuto Quiroga, Samuel Doria Medina, Carlos Mesa, and 
even Rodrigo Paz– have each accumulated around 30 to 40 years of political 
experience. In contrast, women with far shorter trajectories are subjected to 
narratives that scrutinize their intentions, morality, and credibility, revealing 
a gendered double standard in how political careers are interpreted and 
judged.  

“How these men have been accompanied by their public and by the 
people, forming a political career that has also been marked by 
political warfare. But in our minds, they are building a political 
career. On the other hand, the women in the political system, who are 
re-elected twice, are seen as opportunists. And ‘they've already been 
there’. ‘Why would they want to continue?’ ‘They only want to live 
off politics’.” – B3. 

This idea is reinforced by B4 who mentions: 

“Being a woman in politics is like saying you live off the state” – B4. 

The narrative is similar in Sweden. S3 highlights that, in its view, one of the 
main narratives of gender disinformation is that women are liars and self-
serving deceivers. S2 also recognises the narrative that female politicians are 
self-serving and cannot be trusted. She quotes the following narratives: 

“They don't know anything; they just want to earn money on their 
political engagement. I don't trust them.” – S2. 

4.4.3 Gender role control, body and emotional stereotypes 
“We have to be pleasing to the eye, pleasing to the ear, not shout too 
much.” B4 

B4’s reflection offers a useful entry point for this subsection, as it illustrates 
how gender role control, body and emotional stereotypes narratives take 
shape. Gender roles and the tensions surrounding them persist, and these 
dynamics were visible in both countries despite their different levels of 
progress toward gender equality. 

A recurring pattern involves questioning women in politics through the lens 
of family roles, though from different angles. When women are mothers, 
narratives portray them as inadequate or neglectful for spending “too little” 
time with their children. When they are not mothers, their capacity to lead is 
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questioned on the grounds that “if they are not even mothers,” they are 
supposedly unfit to guide a community. Their roles as wives are also 
scrutinized, reinforcing expectations that they should remain at home 
performing caregiving duties. In line with this, their ability to balance family 
life and political responsibilities is frequently challenged. In the Swedish 
case, interviewees noted that such narratives damage women’s reputations by 
questioning their ability to be both mothers and professionals. Taken 
together, these accounts show how family-based narratives operate as a 
consistent mechanism for undermining women’s legitimacy by shifting 
attention from political performance to private life. As S1 explains: 

“If you have kids, children, you still have your full-time job, and then 
you go home and you have another full-time job, take care of your 
household and your kids, because we still see, even in Sweden, that 
we, the women, do more of the unpaid care work. And women are 
still expected to do all of this and juggle all of this. And I see this 
narrative where if a woman works a lot, if a woman is a politician or 
puts in a lot of hard work, she's asked, ‘okay, but who takes care of 
your kids?’. They maybe view her as a bad mom. And I've heard this 
so many times. Even though, most of the times, they have a partner 
who also is a parent.” – S1. 

Among Bolivian women politicians, similar patterns emerge. As B3 notes, 
although the nuances vary depending on age, marital status, or whether the 
woman has children, the underlying logic remains consistent and rooted in 
gender stereotypes: 

“It depends on how old you are, it depends on whether you're 
married, not married, it depends on whether you have children, don't 
have children, etc., to add nuance. But I think the practice, the 
operation, is more or less similar in all cases with the characteristic 
nuances of each of the people who then go through this (…) Because 
the logic is that it doesn't belong to us (politics). That we have to be 
in a place that society assigns us, which is the kitchen, which is 
taking care of the children. So, when a woman transcends those 
assigned roles and starts participating in public life with her opinion, 
you're unbalancing the whole conception of society.” – B3. 

Another relevant question arises: what happens when women are not mothers 
or do not wish to be? B1 highlights a case in which a woman’s political 
abilities were questioned precisely because she did not have children: 

“I haven't seen (this case) in other campaigns (as in this campaign)” 
‘Oh, but wow, she doesn't even have a family, how is she going to be 
able to run a municipality?’.” – B1. 
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Regarding the role of the family, the study found that family members are 
frequently used as tools to construct gender disinformation narratives aimed 
at harming women candidates. In Sweden, two interviewees noted that the 
families of women politicians are sometimes subjected to threats and 
extortion. While these actions do not fall strictly within the category of 
disinformation, they form part of the broader gender	disinformation 
ecosystem, functioning as enablers or amplifiers of violence. 

Bolivian women politicians identified several examples in which their 
families became entangled in gender disinformation. B2 and B4 referred to 
the case of Samuel Doria Medina, a presidential candidate in 2025, whose 
son became the target of online attacks after information about his sexual 
identity began circulating on social media. This triggered a wave of insults 
and homophobic reactions: 

“The dirty war, for example, against Samuel and his son, with 
accusations about his sexual orientation and so on, has been 
horrendous, disgusting.” – B4. 

Another example mentioned by one of the interviewees involved a candidate 
for National Senator. A narrative emerged claiming that her husband was 
running for office with another party and that both were “living off the 
State”. This example intersects multiple dimensions, such as disinformation 
involving family members and the ethical concerns discussed in the previous 
section. 

In relation to the body, gender disinformation often centers on narratives 
about women’s clothing, makeup, body shape, or age. In this study, this 
pattern was predominantly mentioned by the Swedish interviewees. 

On one hand, there are criticisms that distract public attention; these are not 
necessarily disinformation in themselves, although they can contribute to it. 
On the other hand, there is visually altered content that modifies the 
appearance of women politicians, reinforcing stereotypes. After sharing some 
of the examples presented below, a couple of interviewees coincided in 
saying that “nobody cares if a man is ugly or fat,” yet the public does 
comment extensively on women. 

“What I see when I read in other politicians’ comments on their 
accounts in the channels is that it's very much more common that 
women are attacked on the way they look. The clothes they are 
wearing or their bodies.” – S4. 

One Swedish interviewee shared an example of a woman politician who was 
attacked with a false narrative claiming she was not sufficiently invested in 
or taking her work seriously: 
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“There were these two politicians in a national debate. The man came 
in jeans and a shirt, and the woman came in jeans and and she had a 
blouse on. She was attacked on social media. People called her that 
she wasn't invested or that she was not taking it seriously. Even 
though she had a similar one to the male politician.” – S1. 

Alongside physical appearance, the interviewees, especially in Bolivia, 
highlight narratives related to women’s personalities and supposed attitudes, 
which are used to question their ability to lead. These narratives emerge both 
in popular beliefs and in comments from the public, as well as from male 
colleagues in positions of power. 

For example, B1 describes how women are positioned within narratives of 
sensitivity and victimization: 

“The sensitivity of women is being questioned. These kinds of 
elements are not necessarily truthful. If a man comes out and says, 
‘She's making a dirty face at me,’ for defending himself, nothing is 
said to him. But to a woman they'd say, ‘Oh, she just complains,’ 
‘She just plays the victim.’” – B1. 

Complementing this idea, women are also framed as conflictive. A common 
narrative suggests that women fight among each other, and another portrays 
them as hysterical. As B3 explains, these narratives target women in politics 
but also women in other leadership spaces, undermining them by attributing 
supposedly inherent attitudes: 

“I think that narrative has been heavily promoted… they’re 
hysterical. There’s a general instability in women’s characters that 
doesn’t allow them to operate in the political, public world. Because 
they explode. Then another narrative that seems very entrenched is 
the fight between women.” – B3. 

4.4.4 Intersectional disinformation 

As illustrated through the narratives and perceptions shared by the 
interviewees, gender disinformation operates through intersecting processes 
in which multiple gender-related categories intertwine with dimensions that 
extend beyond gender itself, such as race or origin. The concept of 
intersectionality, coined by Crenshaw in 1989, provides a useful lens here. 
Crenshaw describes it as a prism for seeing how various forms of inequality 
often operate together and exacerbate each other (as cited in UN Women, 
2025). 

In this sense, the final subsection on gender disinformation narratives 
highlights the intersection most frequently mentioned by women politicians 
in the interviews: racism.  
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In Bolivia, racial tensions have long shaped social and political life, 
particularly among white, mestizo, and Indigenous populations. Indigenous 
political participation became especially visible after Evo Morales assumed 
office in 2006 as the country’s first Indigenous president. The leadership of 
Indigenous women expanded further with the introduction of the Law on 
Gender Parity and Alternation6. 

Sweden, meanwhile, has been engaged in an ongoing political debate about 
migration in recent years (Khan, 2024). Within this context, cases of gender 
disinformation have begun to reflect growing racial tensions directed at the 
few women with immigrant backgrounds who hold political positions. This 
is a relatively recent development, as the participation of women with 
migrant backgrounds in politics remains limited and there are no established 
quotas for immigrant representation (Boman & Freidenvall, 2025).  

Nevertheless, one Swedish interviewee described a pattern similar to that 
observed in Bolivia, where racialized narratives intersect with gender to 
intensify attacks against women in public life. She explains: 

“We are a part of the world and there are very strong forces that work 
against equality between men and women and also promote more 
racism. That is shown in Sweden too. And with racism mostly comes 
negative thoughts about gender equality and LGBTQ persons.” – S2. 

She also described how gender disinformation online and other attacks are 
directed at the Vänsterpartiet (Left Party) politician who “is a young woman 
and she also has roots from Iran so she has this double thing of being a new 
Swede and also being a woman and rather young” (S2). 

In contrast, in the case of Bolivia, this intersection was recognized more 
frequently across different interviews. For example, B3 mentions: 

“Racism is something that's used a lot to exert political violence. For 
example, there's a debate, and they can't answer you. So, the response 
is to use a racist reference to silence you. And since I believe that 
racism is this country's historical wound, and that it hasn't healed it 
has a real effect on violence and disinformation.” – B3. 

On the other hand, B4 also acknowledges that the intersection of gender 
misinformation and racism is a specific issue in Bolivia:  

“Things related to skin color, to Indigenous background. I mean, I, 
who don't have a very clear Indigenous background… I'm not going 
to receive the kind of comments that a woman who does have 

 

6 Consolidated through the 2010 Electoral Regime Law (Ley Nº 026), which mandated that 
electoral lists include 50% women and 50% men (Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia, 2010). 
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Indigenous background might receive. On the other hand, it's also 
true that I can receive narratives for being a "jailona7". So, it also 
comes from the other side. ‘This woman who thinks she can speak for 
the people, if she is a "jailona"’.” – B4. 

Overall, the interviews evidence that gender disinformation does not target 
women on the basis of gender alone. It often combines gender with other 
social categories such as race. This makes intersectionality a useful lens in a 
theoretical level, as it helps explain why some women face more intense or 
specific forms of disinformation than others.  

4.5 Navigating gender disinformation in political 
practice 

After describing the structural production and circulation of digital gender 
disinformation, alongside the narratives that operate as instruments of 
political delegitimization, this section turns to the perceptions and 
experiences of the candidates as they respond to these situations. What 
follows are the different tactics they recommend, the reactions they describe, 
and the mechanisms that exist, or fail to exist, to safeguard the integrity of 
women working in this sphere. 

4.5.1 Responses and coping strategies 

Across the interviews, a sense of fatigue becomes evident regarding the 
constant need to deal with gender disinformation. The candidates describe a 
mix of emotions such as concern, frustration, and anger, but also a kind of 
determination that pushes them to continue working in political spaces, 
especially when their work is tied to advancing gender equality.  

As S2 explains, her immediate reaction combines indignation but strength to 
keep working on these issues:  

“I get very angry, but also stronger because this is something that we 
have to work against. I work a lot with gender equality and I think it 
gives me the strength to carry on.” – S2. 

S4 echoes this sentiment, expressing both frustration and disbelief at the 
energy invested in spreading harmful narratives:  

“I become very frustrated and sometimes also angry. Because I don't 
think that this movement, those stories, those narratives will create a 
better world. I mean, with all this energy put into this, couldn't we 

 

7 The word derives from the expression 'the high life' and is used to describe people who 
have, or appear to have, a high disposable income. It could be translated as 'posh'. 
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instead put that energy in trying to create a better world for 
everybody?” – S4. 

When it comes to deciding whether to engage with comments or content that 
reproduce gender disinformation, the interviewees express significant 
hesitation. A central concern is whether it is worthwhile to invest time 
responding when it is unclear if the accounts behind these messages are real. 
As S3 reflects, the landscape has changed:  

“A couple of years ago, you tried to help colleagues and friends when 
you saw this happening, and you went into the commentary fields and 
you tried to help and say, no, that's not true. But now it’s quite often, 
so maybe it’s become more work to actually clean up in these 
commentary fields to make it appropriate. And nowadays there’s so 
much talk about bots and stuff like that. So, you’re not even sure if 
you’re deleting a comment from a real person.” – S3. 

Similarly, B1 describes how the realization that many accounts were fake led 
her to stop engaging altogether:  

“At the beginning, I did it during the campaign, but then it just didn't 
make sense anymore because I was arguing with fake people on 
social media, I mean, people who don't exist. So, in the end, I just 
stopped doing it. Honestly, it was very draining.” – B1. 

In the Bolivian context, candidates expressed additional doubts about 
whether responding might escalate the situation. As B4 notes, denouncing 
attacks can sometimes worsen them: “When you denounce it, you receive 
more aggression.”  

Despite these differences, a common reaction across both countries is the 
shared perception that responding to fake profiles or clearly content intended 
to harm is not worth the emotional or strategic investment. However, when 
disinformation touches on their proposals, public policies, or concrete 
aspects of their political work, the candidates do choose to respond and 
engage in debate. As B4 puts it, “If there were an argument, they have the 
right to argue against you, right?” And B3 emphasizes the importance of 
discerning which interactions merit a response:  

“It depends on who it is. For me it was important to moderate the 
content because that normalized violence. What do you respond to? 
What don’t you respond to? It depends on who it is. I wasn’t going to 
respond to accounts that are clearly fake.” – B3. 

With regard to institutional support, the narratives of the Swedish 
interviewees reveal the existence of protection or response systems both 
within state offices and within their political parties, even if these 
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mechanisms are still developing. S2, for example, mentioned that her office 
has a communications staff member who is responsible for managing these 
cases, and S3 also noted that security staff in parliament handle these 
situations. 

In contrast, in the case of Bolivia, the interviewees described the absence of 
clear procedures that could support them in safeguarding their integrity. For 
example, B4, after explaining what the responses usually are in cases of 
gender disinformation, stated: “In terms of what to do about it, I'm not sure, 
and I think we need help.”  

Similarly, B3 explains that: 

“One thing that I haven't only experienced, but that I think I can relate 
to a lot of women with whom we've gone through this, even though 
we're not from the same political parties: You're completely alone 
(…) Those mechanisms that should be implemented from internal 
democracies, from reasonably well-established institutions, where 
you have a female candidate and therefore you have to protect her, 
shield your female candidate and have the intra-party institutional 
political tools to do so, don't exist.” – B3. 

The contrast between Sweden and Bolivia further shows that institutional 
support plays a decisive role. While Swedish politicians can rely on party or 
parliamentary structures, Bolivian candidates often face these situations 
alone. These findings highlight that gender disinformation is part of an 
everyday governance challenge for women in politics, influencing their 
emotional well‑being, strategic choices, and access to protection 

4.6 Democratic consequences and limits of 
institutional responses 

“You have to be super brave and have nothing to lose and not be 
afraid for your children, afraid for your reputation, afraid of being 
horribly attacked.” – B4. 

This final theme, identified through the systematic thematic analysis, begins 
with the reflection of B4 on how digital gender disinformation affects 
women’s professional and personal lives. This section examines the 
consequences that such disinformation produces for democratic and political 
participation, as well as the potential solutions, recommendations, and 
contextual limitations identified by interviewees. It summarizes their 
concerns that gender disinformation erodes democratic quality, discourages 
women’s leadership, and shapes the conditions under which political 
participation becomes possible. It also outlines the measures they believe are 
necessary to address and mitigate these harms. 
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4.6.1 Democratic consequences  

Digital gender disinformation produces consequences that directly affect 
democratic systems. One of the main impacts concerns women’s 
participation in political life and, by extension, the representation that 
democracy requires, understood as “rule by the people” grounded in 
pluralism, participation, elections, the rule of law, human rights, and freedom 
(Konrad Adenauer, 2011). When disinformation becomes a constant barrier, 
women face greater obstacles to remaining in public life, which reduces the 
quality of representation and limits the diversity of perspectives in political 
decision‑making. As S1 notes:  

“We do see that women leave politics earlier, and young women 
especially. It has to do with representation, but also with how much 
threats young women receive (…) women are half of our population, 
and if we're not represented, if women are not in politics, that's not 
representative of how the population of Sweden looks like. So, I 
mean, it's crucial that women are involved and can speak on behalf of 
women and be a part of the public conversations.” – S1. 

A similar logic is presented by B4, who explains how the systematic 
obstruction of women’s participation deteriorates democratic quality: 

“The participation of half the population and a little more, is healthy in 
general until this participation is hindered, ridiculed, marked by 
prejudice, stigmatized, attacked. So, democracy loses quality, and 
degrades. Those in democratic spaces not only fail to represent a large 
part of the population, but they are probably people who perpetuate those 
exclusions and that violence.” – B4. 

Complementing this idea, B1 describes how digital gender disinformation 
generates fear among women with the potential to become political leaders: 

“Nobody wants to end up seeing their life exposed, and exposed 
badly, on social media, or want to be the subject of everyone's gossip 
under that logic of defamation, lies, and slander.  So, instead of 
encouraging participation, I think it has scared away a lot of people, a 
lot of new leaders, from being able to participate in elected 
positions.” – B1. 

In a similar way, B3 highlights how the risks associated with online attacks 
discourage capable individuals from entering politics in the first place:  

“You don't want to be a politician if this is the risk that you take. 
That's the worst thing for the democracy, because then the people 
who would be the best politicians, they will not dare to even try 
because they know that they will get threats. They might get deepfake 
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profiles. They might get lots of hate comments and disinformation 
about themselves spread on the internet. And they will not think it's 
worth it to pay the price for themselves or for their family.” – B3. 

In addition, B2 points out the effects of censorship and self‑censorship, an 
issue echoed by several politicians in both Sweden and Bolivia. She explains: 

“It has a strong impact insofar, many women, perhaps very capable 
ones, decide to step aside to avoid this issue of censorship, public 
questioning, public harassment simply for being a woman.” – B2. 

In the case of S4, who works directly with gender-equality issues, she 
explains how online attacks lead her to limit what she posts in order to 
prevent further harassment:  

“I think that you censor yourself. I think that is the worst, because 
nothing is forbidden. I mean, it's not forbidden to get out there and 
speak about equality. But you do self-censor yourself because you 
don't want to…Because it's tiring to get all these comments.” – S4. 

A final element that emerged from the interviews concerns the effects of 
polarization. It holds a particular place in this ecosystem because it operates 
simultaneously as a cause, a mechanism, and an effect of gender 
disinformation, intensifying it at each stage. As B4 noted in the section on 
digital mechanisms and formats, polarization attracts platform algorithms 
because it drives engagement. Conflicting opinions generate more 
interaction, especially around contentious issues such as gender equality. 
This dynamic increases the visibility of divisive content and amplifies 
narratives that frame gender equality as a threat, reinforcing the broader 
environment in which gender disinformation circulates. 

B4 offers a reflection on how this polarization interacts with men’s sense of 
identity and belonging, suggesting that for some, machismo becomes a 
central reference point simply because it is familiar. In this context, gender 
equality is perceived as destabilizing, and the presence of women in public 
life becomes a source of anxiety: 

“Men who feel more lost because they're not very clear about their 
role and may feel emasculated, as they say, and maybe they feel that 
if they abandon machismo they have nowhere to go. I mean, you can 
abandon machismo and still be valued, valuable, rather you can be a 
non-machista man and be super valuable and be happier, because you 
don't need to dominate anyone, or anything.” – B4. 

She continues by describing how social change generates both progress and 
discomfort, and how polarization intensifies these tensions: 
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“The progress women are making in this context is also a transition. 
And these things are causing women to advance, and that's clear, and 
the statistics show it, and at the same time, they generate a lot of 
disorientation and even suffering for certain men. Perceiving that we 
could navigate change more calmly without it being so traumatic, 
that's what polarization does. It makes us feel like we're losing 
something valuable without perhaps showing us that maybe we're not 
losing that much.” – B4. 

Taken together, the reflections show that digital gender disinformation 
affects both individual experiences and the broader conditions for democratic 
participation. The interviews describe a gradual reduction in who feels able 
to enter or remain in political life due to fear, withdrawal, and self-
censorship. They also indicate that these effects are understood differently by 
different actors, and that efforts to address them connect to wider questions 
about public debate and how disagreement is handled in democratic settings. 
This is a relevant finding and theoretical contribution because it places 
gender disinformation within the broader tensions that democracies face 
when balancing participation, harm, and contestation. 

4.6.2 Solutions and recommendations 

Finally, the interviewees believe that stronger legal frameworks are 
necessary to improve both their protection and the prevention of gender 
disinformation. At the same time, they emphasize that education and media 
literacy are essential components of any long-term solution. Several of them 
also point out that platforms should develop more robust moderation systems 
capable of identifying and responding to attacks. As S3 explains:  

“Engaging the public in that, working with national safety 
preparedness, they should work with that in some sort of campaign. I 
think you have to prepare everyone to be able to spot disinformation 
and explain to them why that is important. I think that with the digital 
revolution and social media it's becoming so advanced with 
deepfakes and stuff that I don't think it's easy to stop all of that. 
Maybe the European Union can put up rules for different platforms. 
That's something that the politics could do. But everything is so 
international, so it's very difficult.” – S3. 

S4 adds a broader perspective, linking the fight against disinformation to 
long-term commitments to equality:  

“We cannot stop working on equality and gender issues. This is 
something we need from preschool. We cannot stop this. This is an 
ongoing evolution here in Sweden. I think the most important thing is 
that this work continues.” – S4. 
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Similarly, S2 highlights the shared responsibility between platform owners 
and political actors, particularly in shaping norms for younger generations:  

“The owners of these gigantic platforms, they have a responsibility, 
of course. Then we, as politicians, have a responsibility to educate 
especially young people in early ages. What are the social platforms? 
What is okay to write to someone? Shall you write something to 
someone that you wouldn't dare to tell them in person?” – S2. 

In Bolivia, the perspectives were aligned in many ways. B2 emphasizes the 
importance of public policies focused on early education:  

“For me, it's about working on educational public policies that teach 
children, boys and girls, from a very young age that we are equal, that 
they have the same rights to grow up in equity, in equality, and all 
that. I think that's where it all begins, in installing these kinds of 
things, starting at school, at home, from when they are very little.” – 
B2. 

B1 reflects on the need for regulation, noting how her own position shifted 
after witnessing the scale of the harm:  

“Three months ago, Rodrigo (Bolivia’s president) said that social 
media had to be regulated by law, and I was the first to publicly 
oppose that. Today, I think the complete opposite, the complete 
opposite. I agree with him, he's right, because, of course, you think 
for a moment, no, how can they prohibit you from speaking out? But 
so much damage is caused that you don't know what the 
consequences might be, let's say, the damage.” – B1. 

B3 also stresses the urgency of building regulatory frameworks that address 
digital environments directly:  

“I think the first thing we need to do is build regulatory frameworks, 
right? Because they don't exist. So, you have the law against 
harassment and political violence, but it's a law that doesn't take 
social media into account at all. Then there has to be a training 
process for justice system personnel.” – B3. 

Finally, B4 points to the need for standards that go beyond national borders, 
connecting local challenges to global governance debates:  

“I think a framework should be created, which I hope would be 
global. And if it's not global, at least we should have a standard, 
which is usually set by the European Union. So, states can always 
copy these laws, right? That's one level. Which, of course, isn't 
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enough. The other level is self-regulation, which needs to be 
promoted through fines and which are an effect of these laws.” – B4. 

Interviewees view legal reforms, platform responsibility, and long-term 
education as necessary to address gender disinformation. At a theoretical 
level, their proposals present gender disinformation as a phenomenon that 
cannot be addressed within a single domain, but one sustained through 
interactions between political institutions, digital infrastructures, and social 
norms. Recognizing this multi-layered nature places gender disinformation 
within broader discussions about how democracies handle harmful content, 
protect participation, and define the limits of free expression. The emphasis 
on coordinated responses also shows that proposed solutions involve 
navigating contested democratic principles rather than just policy choices. 

4.7 Comparison summary 

This subsection synthesizes the main similarities and differences in the 
dynamics of digital gender disinformation across Bolivia and Sweden. While 
comparative insights have been integrated throughout the analysis, this 
overview consolidates the structural, contextual, and operational patterns that 
shape how gender disinformation emerges, circulates, and affects political 
participation in both contexts. 

A first point of divergence lies in the broader social environments in which 
gender disinformation takes root. In Bolivia, interviewees describe a social 
fabric still marked by patriarchal and machista norms, where attacks on 
women are normalized and gender disinformation appears almost expected. 
In Sweden, the challenge is different, rather than overt patriarchy, 
interviewees point to a growing backlash –particularly among younger 
generations– against gender-equality narratives. Despite these contrasts, both 
contexts reveal that gender disinformation thrives where gender norms are 
unstable, contested, or undergoing renegotiation. 

A second area of convergence concerns the intentional and organized nature 
of gender disinformation. Interviewees in both countries stress that 
disinformation is rarely spontaneous; it is strategic and politically 
instrumentalized. In Sweden, this is linked to troll factories, bots, and 
occasionally foreign actors. In Bolivia, similar functions are carried out by 
digital warriors and coordinated “dirty campaign” networks, sometimes 
connected to transnational anti-gender agendas. Although the actors differ, 
the operational logic is similar, where anonymous or pseudonymous accounts 
initiate attacks, and real users amplify them, producing a hybrid ecosystem 
where coordinated networks and everyday citizens jointly sustain virality. 

The mechanisms and formats through which gender disinformation circulates 
also show strong parallels. Short-form video, memes, manipulated images, 
and fake accounts dominate in both contexts, supported by platform 
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affordances that reward engagement and polarization. Platform hierarchies, 
however, differ. Bolivia’s ecosystem is centered on Facebook and TikTok, 
while Sweden’s is more fragmented across Facebook groups, X, and 
Instagram. Yet in both cases, platform algorithms and monetization models 
amplify polarizing content, embedding gender disinformation within a 
broader digital attention economy. 

Finally, in both Bolivia and Sweden, gender disinformation functions as a 
strategy of political delegitimization, targeting women’s competence, 
agency, and credibility. Whether framed as incompetence, lack of 
intelligence, or dependence on others, these narratives shift attention away 
from substantive political debate and toward women’s identities, bodies, and 
private lives. Although the sources, actors and cultural expressions differ, the 
democratic impact of gender disinformation is systematic and undermines 
women’s participation, reinforces gender hierarchies and weakens the 
conditions for equal political representation. In addition, it operates not as a 
country-specific anomaly but as a cross-contextual mechanism of exclusion, 
showing that disinformation is not an isolated case. 

These comparative patterns are important because they show that gender 
disinformation is shaped by specific contextual conditions while also 
following recurring structural dynamics. The findings point to a phenomenon 
that manifests locally but is not confined to a single sphere, indicating that 
explanations of gender disinformation must consider how cultural norms, 
political actors, and platform infrastructures interact across different 
contexts. The strategy may be similar, but its nuances vary from country to 
country and case to case. This is theoretically relevant because it supports 
understanding gender disinformation as a multi‑level process that cannot be 
reduced to national culture or isolated political events. 
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5 Discussion 
To advance the systematic thematic analysis, this section furthers the 
empirical material by interpreting it through the theoretical contributions that 
inform the study. This stage represents the conceptualization phase of the 
STA, where themes derived from keywords and codes are examined through 
the study’s analytical framework. Hedling’s work on gender disinformation 
forms the backbone of the discussion, complemented by additional authors 
who broaden and deepen the analytical dialogue. 

The discussion is structured around the four themes to ensure that all 
analytical dimensions are addressed in a balanced and comprehensive way. 
To ground the analysis, it is useful to recall that this study understands 
gender disinformation as a political strategy that seeks to harm and 
delegitimize individuals based on their gender or gender identity through 
false, altered, or manipulated information. This strategy also affects 
democratic systems. The study further recognizes that gender disinformation 
has expanded significantly as a social phenomenon due to digital and 
technological infrastructures. 

5.1 Digital gender disinformation: a structured 
strategy  

The results discussed in this section correspond to the first analytical theme 
and address the first and second research questions, which examine the 
mechanisms and dynamics of digital political environments. The findings 
show how digital gender disinformation is structurally produced and 
circulated, shaped by contextual drivers, coordinated actors, and platform 
affordances. 

Interviews with women in political roles reveal that gender disinformation is 
not new, but social media has intensified its reach and impact. As Hedling 
(2025) notes, it is not created by social media but normalized through public 
discourse, making it difficult to regulate. A central finding is that digital 
gender disinformation operates as a deliberate political strategy, one that is 
planned, orchestrated, and purposeful. Hedling (2025) argues that 
disinformation broadly serves political objectives such as influencing 
candidate selection, shaping public relevance, or causing reputational harm, 
and that gender disinformation functions as a “divide and conquer” strategy. 
Interviewees repeatedly described how attacks shift attention from political 
proposals to women’s bodies, values, or personal attributes. 

Polarization and distraction emerged as key mechanisms. Strategies 
identified in this study include promoting or discrediting candidates, 
supporting parties, and influencing electoral decisions. Beyond these overt 
goals, the findings and literature point to a deeper objective seeking to 
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weaken women’s political spaces and undermine gender equality. As one 
interviewee noted, “there are men who do not know how to react or function 
outside machismo.” Hedling (2025) explains that gender disinformation 
resonates with ongoing contestations around gender norms and mobilizes 
users by generating “inter-group threat perception” (Hedling & Smedberg, 
2026). In this sense, gender disinformation thrives at the intersection of 
manipulated and homegrown polarization (Hedling, 2025). 

The distracting effect is equally deliberate. One interviewee described being 
unable to discuss her proposals during a digital interview because attacks 
dominated the conversation. This reflects Hedling’s argument that gender 
disinformation redirects attention away from substantive issues such as 
economic inequality or healthcare (2025). 

Instrumentalization of women is another structural component. Interviewees 
in both countries noted that some women are recruited into parties primarily 
to fulfill gender quotas, representing an initial layer of instrumentalization. A 
second layer emerges in the disproportionate targeting of women. Although 
disinformation affects all politicians, attacks against women are more 
persistent and severe. Hedling (2025) cites the case of Annalena Baerbock in 
Germany, who was disproportionately targeted compared to other candidates. 
Visibility intensifies this dynamic; as Hedling and Smedberg (2026) note, 
gender disinformation often targets women and minority groups in positions 
of power and visibility. 

The findings also reveal blurred boundaries between gender disinformation 
and gender‑based or political violence. Hedling and Smedberg (2026), 
drawing on Howard (2019), argue that gender disinformation can initiate, 
channel, or enable violence by weaponizing gender‑based abuse online. 
Gehrke, Amit & Eedan (2025) go further, proposing that gender 
disinformation should itself be understood as a form of violence, 
emphasizing its identity‑based harm and its continuity rather than episodic 
nature. After the analysis and contrast with the theory, this thesis shows that 
while some narratives appear non-violent, they can still operate as 
manipulative strategies that undermine credibility, echoing dynamics 
associated with8 

Regarding actors, interviewees identified multiple levels of participation, 
such as false profiles, bots, coordinated “digital warriors,” ordinary users 
who amplify content, and strategic actors behind campaigns. Although 

 

8 Today, gaslighting has become a widely used term to describe the psychological 
manipulation tactics employed by abusive individuals, both in political contexts and in 
interpersonal relationships (Sweet, 2019). In addition, Abramson describes gaslighting as a 
distinct form of covert emotional abuse and psychological manipulation aimed at making a 
target doubt their own “reactions, perceptions, memories, and/or beliefs,” to the point where 
these are not only seen as mistaken but as entirely baseless, often to such an extent that they 
appear irrational or “crazy” (2014, p. 2). 
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attribution is difficult, many interviewees believed political parties were 
involved. In Bolivia, members of the governing party were identified as 
producing such content; in Sweden, interviewees mentioned reports of 
far-right parties promoting similar narratives. Some also speculated about the 
involvement of global powers such as the China or Russia. This reflects what 
Hedling (2025) describes as the “strategic orchestration of various 
participants within the networked public sphere”. 

In terms of formats, theoretical discussions remain limited, but Hedling 
(2025) notes that gender disinformation draws on gender-based fears, 
stereotypes, and biases through manipulated language and imagery. 
Interviewees consistently identified Facebook and TikTok as the main 
platforms, with audiovisual content –especially videos and memes–described 
as the most effective and pervasive. Comment sections function as 
complementary spaces where narratives are reinforced and normalized by 
citizens and fake profiles. Importantly, content circulates through 
coordinated pieces across platforms rather than isolated posts, forming part 
of broader campaigns. 

There is a clear need for further research on platform-specific dynamics, 
content formats, and dissemination patterns. In Bolivia, international 
cooperation initiatives have begun producing reports on digital gender-based 
violence and gender disinformation, while in Sweden no comparable 
documentation was identified. 

Overall, this demonstrates that digital gender disinformation is not 
spontaneous but a deliberate political strategy embedded in structural 
conditions. Enabled by platform affordances, coordinated actors, and 
longstanding gender hierarchies, it functions as a mechanism of polarization 
and distraction, instrumentalizing women to achieve political goals while 
reinforcing systemic inequalities. By identifying the actors involved, the 
technological mechanisms that facilitate dissemination, and the blurred 
boundaries between disinformation and violence, this section establishes the 
strategic and structural foundations necessary to understand how gender 
disinformation operates within contemporary digital political environments. 

5.2 Delegitimizing through digital gender 
disinformation narratives 

The results discussed in this section relate to the second analytical theme, 
which overlaps with the first three research questions. This discussion 
examines women politicians’ interpretations of the narratives that constitute 
digital gender disinformation and how these narratives operate within 
polarized digital political environments. The findings show that gender 
disinformation narratives function as tools to delegitimize women, distract 
audiences, and reinforce broader political strategies. 
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A central insight aligns with Hedling’s (2025) argument that gendered 
defamation persists because it draws on entrenched sexist stereotypes. This 
leads to one of the study’s most significant findings. It evidences that digital 
gender disinformation systematically questions women’s competence, 
capacity, and agency. As Hedling and Smedberg (2026) note, these 
narratives portray women as weak, overly emotional, or unfit to balance 
political and family responsibilities –scrutiny that men do not face. 
Interviewees in both countries confirmed these patterns. 

Another key finding concerns the adaptability of these narratives. Women 
become strategic targets when their public visibility increases, especially 
high-profile politicians whose ideas carry influence. Their personal lives are 
scrutinized to identify elements that can be distorted or fabricated into 
scandal-driven content. As interviewees explained, these narratives are 
tailored to each case, exploiting identity markers such as ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, or social class to maximize harm. Despite this variation, the 
overarching goal remains consistent: to undermine women’s authority and 
political legitimacy. 

Sexualization, moral questioning, and dehumanization constitute another 
common pathway. Hedling and Smedberg (2026) describe how sexualized or 
sexually suggestive content is used to shame and deter women from public 
roles. Interviewees in both Bolivia and Sweden reported cases of 
sexualization, including manipulated images, false identity attribution, and 
fake pornographic profiles. Bolivian interviewees also described recurrent 
rumors suggesting that women gain political positions through sexual 
relationships with powerful men –narratives that reinforce structural 
inequalities. 

Moralizing narratives further delegitimize women by drawing on 
stereotypical expectations of motherhood, caregiving, and emotional 
restraint. As Håkansson (2023) notes, women are expected to embody 
communal traits, and deviations from these expectations invite social 
sanctions. Interviewees in both countries described contradictory narratives: 
women are criticized for being mothers (because they “lack time” for 
politics) and for not being mothers (because they supposedly lack moral 
authority). These contradictions illustrate how gendered expectations are 
weaponized to police women’s political participation. 

Family members also become targets. Swedish interviewees emphasized 
threats directed at relatives, while Bolivian interviewees described 
disinformation involving allegations of nepotism, attacks on relative’s sexual 
identities, or fabricated claims about spouses. These narratives exploit 
familial ties to weaken women’s credibility and distract public attention. 

Complementing these patterns are narratives targeting women’s clothing, 
emotional expression, and supposed lack of seriousness –echoing Hedling 
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and Smedberg’s (2026) observation that women are often depicted as overly 
emotional or intellectually inferior. Håkansson (2023) similarly notes that 
women are commonly assumed to be weak and emotional, reinforcing 
stereotypes that undermine their authority. 

Finally, gender disinformation frequently intersects with racism. 
Interviewees in both countries mentioned racialized attacks, though they 
appeared more prominently in Bolivia. Hedling and Smedberg (2026) note 
that disinformation exploits identity-based divisions such as class and race. 
Gehrke’s study of Brazil shows how colonial and racial hierarchies intensify 
attacks against Black and Indigenous women, questioning their legitimacy 
and belonging in political life. This is particularly relevant to Bolivia, where 
interviewees repeatedly cited the case of Eva Copa. Rivera et al. (2025) 
document how racialized slurs were used to delegitimize her, illustrating how 
sexism and racism intersect in digital attacks. 

In summary, digital gender disinformation promotes narratives that question 
women’s legitimacy, morality, competence, and right to belong in political 
life. By examining how these patterns manifest in Bolivia and Sweden, this 
section highlights both the universality of gender disinformation and the 
contextual nuances that shape its expression, underscoring the need for 
intersectional and context-sensitive approaches to analyzing digital political 
harm. 

5.3 The (non)existing procedures to protect women 
from gender disinformation 

The discussion in this section relate to the third analytical theme and intersect 
with the second, third, and fourth research questions. They synthesize how 
women politicians in both countries perceive and navigate gender 
disinformation, highlighting their reactions, coping strategies, and the 
institutional frameworks –or absences– that shape their ability to respond. 
What emerges is a picture in which conceptual ambiguity, political context, 
and institutional design determine the extent to which protective procedures 
exist or can be relied upon. 

A first analytical point concerns the difficulty of identifying protective 
structures when the phenomenon itself remains contested. As Saner (2026) 
argues, definitions of gender disinformation determine who is responsible for 
addressing it. Intentionality‑based definitions frame it as a deliberate political 
weapon, while harm‑centric definitions emphasize its effects and roots in 
patriarchal norms. This definitional divide is not merely theoretical; it shapes 
whether institutions treat gender disinformation as a coordinated strategy, a 
form of digital violence, or a structural inequality. Without conceptual 
clarity, assigning responsibility becomes difficult. 
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Saner (2026) also notes the growing securitization of gender disinformation, 
a framing increasingly adopted by policymakers and organizations such as 
NATO. While securitization can mobilize resources, it creates a paradox. If 
the state is itself a perpetrator –as several Bolivian interviewees argued– how 
can it simultaneously act as protector? This tension helps explain why 
protective procedures may be absent or ineffective in contexts where political 
actors weaponize gendered narratives. 

The empirical findings reflect these complexities. In Bolivia, interviewees 
described a landscape with virtually no institutional protection. They 
reported feeling unprotected and identified political parties, the governing 
party, and the state as actors involved in producing or amplifying gender 
disinformation. This tension helps explain why protective procedures may be 
absent or ineffective in contexts where political actors weaponize gendered 
narratives. 

The empirical findings reflect these dynamics. In Bolivia, interviewees 
described a landscape with virtually no institutional protection and reported 
feeling unprotected, identifying political parties, the governing party, and the 
state as actors involved in producing or amplifying gender disinformation. 
This perception reinforces the securitization paradox, as institutional 
safeguarding becomes difficult when the state is implicated in the harm. 

Across both countries, emotional reactions were central to women’s 
experiences. Anger, worry, and frustration were common, though expressed 
differently. Swedish politicians often described exhaustion and weariness, 
which they channeled into renewed commitment to gender-equality work. 
Bolivian politicians focused more on deciphering the political strategy 
behind attacks –who is behind them and why– reflecting a political 
environment where disinformation is perceived as part of power struggles. 

Despite contextual differences, women in both countries shared a pragmatic 
understanding of when to respond. Attacks targeting private life, sexuality, or 
gender roles were seen as futile to engage with, whereas disinformation 
about political proposals required a response. This distinction illustrates how 
women strategically navigate blurred boundaries between personal attacks 
and political debate in environments where gender disinformation is 
normalized. 

This normalization is one of the most striking findings and aligns with 
contributions from Hedling (2025), Smedberg (2026), Saner (2026), and 
Håkansson (2023). Women in both contexts described gender disinformation 
as an expected part of political life. A Bolivian interviewee noted that 
women must assume they will be targeted, while a Swedish interviewee 
described being constantly told to remain vigilant. These accounts highlight 
the broader structural failure in which gender disinformation is treated not as 
an anomaly but as an inherent feature of political participation for women. 
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As Hedling (2025) argues, gender disinformation exposes states’ “gendered 
vulnerabilities.” Both Sweden and Bolivia have formal commitments to 
gender equality, yet these commitments have not translated into effective 
digital protections. In Bolivia, the weakness lies in the absence of safeguards 
and the perception of state complicity. In Sweden, it lies in fragmented 
procedures that prevent a coherent national response. In both cases, gender 
disinformation reveals structural gaps in the capacity of institutions to protect 
women in political life. 

Taken together, the findings show that the (non)existence of protective 
procedures is shaped as much by conceptual ambiguity and political context 
as by institutional design. In Bolivia, the absence of mechanisms is closely 
linked to the perception that political actors –and at times the state– produce 
gender disinformation, making institutional protection contradictory. In 
Sweden, a more supportive environment exists, but protection varies by 
office and administrative level, resulting in an uneven patchwork rather than 
a unified system. Across both countries, women navigate emotional, 
strategic, and political pressures in environments where gender 
disinformation has become normalized. As Hedling (2025) notes, the 
visibility of these narratives highlights deeper gendered vulnerabilities within 
states. This reveals a shared structural challenge. Existing commitments to 
gender equality have not yet produced a coherent and comprehensive 
approach to protecting women against digital forms of political 
disinformation and other harmful practices. 

5.4 Women politicians drop out: less representation, 
less democracy 

This section addresses the fourth theme of the systematic thematic analysis, 
which is linked to the third and, most prominently, the fourth research 
question. It discusses and conceptualizes the democratic consequences of 
digital gender disinformation, proposes potential solutions and 
recommendations based on the perspectives of the eight interviewed women, 
and compares similarities and differences between the Bolivian and Swedish 
contexts. 

A central finding is that gender disinformation becomes “successful” when it 
achieves its intended political effect and women withdraw from politics, or 
their presence is instrumentalized to distract from substantive social, 
economic, or political issues. As Hedling (2025) argues, gender 
disinformation is not marginal but a deliberate strategy used to weaken 
representative democracies. Interviewees in both Bolivia and Sweden 
emphasized that when women retreat from political leadership, democracy is 
harmed, given that women constitute half of the population, echoing Hedling 
and Smedberg’s concern that hostile environments deter women from 
political and civic participation (2026). 
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Patterns of withdrawal differ across contexts. In Sweden, withdrawal tends to 
be anticipatory; interviewees increasingly observe young women leaving or 
avoiding political roles because they fear the consequences and view the 
personal cost of leadership as too high. This is reinforced by what several 
described as a generational backsliding in gender equality and a political 
climate where discussing gender issues triggers targeted disinformation. In 
Bolivia, withdrawal is more reactive. Women often complete one or two 
political cycles and then step back after experiencing delegitimization, 
instrumentalization, and polarized environments. Narratives portraying 
women as opportunists –“as if they only want to live from politics”– intersect 
with weak institutions, fragile party systems, and uneven electoral 
protections. The case of Eva Copa, who stated that “being a woman in 
politics is a crime in this country,” illustrates this exhaustion. 

Interviewees in both countries linked these dynamics to broader democratic 
harms. Representation emerged as a central concern, since women’s 
withdrawal narrows the pool of capable leaders and undermines the 
advancement of women’s rights, while gender disinformation narratives are 
used to delegitimize them. Hedling and Smedberg (2026) argue that 
discouraging women from pursuing office due to fears about their private 
lives constitutes an existential threat to pluralistic democracies.  

Silencing was highlighted in particular by Swedish interviewees, who 
described avoiding gender issues in order to prevent waves of 
disinformation. This is one of the major dangers identified by Hedling and 
Smedberg, as it affects who is willing to become a societal leader. In turn, 
this self-censorship relates to free speech, since gender disinformation limits 
this freedom. Conversely, those who perpetuate these narratives hide behind 
freedom of speech, acting as if anything can be said regardless of the harm it 
causes. 

Both Bolivian and Swedish interviewees also stressed the impact on electoral 
processes, noting that false narratives distort citizens’ perceptions and voting 
intentions. Finally, polarization functions both as mechanism and 
consequence, deepening social divisions, reducing dialogue, and 
undermining social cohesion (Hedling & Smedberg 2026; Hedling 2025). 

Proposed solutions reflected national contexts. Bolivian interviewees 
emphasized stronger state regulation, including laws, public policies, and 
punitive measures against digital gender disinformation, while 
acknowledging recent progress such as a law on digital violence prevention. 
This raises Saner’s question (2026) of how regulation should operate when 
the state itself can be a perpetrator, given that securitized approaches assume 
a neutral state and overlook authoritarian uses of gender disinformation to 
silence dissent. Swedish interviewees expressed greater confidence in the 
European Union as a regulatory actor, pointing to the 2018 Code of Practice 
and the Digital Services Act, which expands the EU’s mandate to regulate 
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platforms. Across both countries, interviewees argued that social media 
platforms must assume greater responsibility, aligning with Di Meco and 
Brechenmacher’s (2020) call for transparency, accountability, and gender-
sensitive content moderation, despite business models that incentivize 
sensational and misogynistic content. 

Given the limitations of institutional trust and platform accountability, 
interviewees in both contexts underscored the importance of education and 
media literacy. These can be promoted by states, civil society organizations, 
and human rights programs. The interviewees Bolivian highlight the need for 
government support to civil society advocacy, research, and public education 
on gendered and racialized online abuse, as well as integrating digital 
citizenship into school curricula. Swedish interviewees added that gender 
equality education is essential for developing critical thinking and reducing 
societal acceptance of gender disinformation. However, current academic 
literature does not yet provide empirical evidence on the effectiveness of 
these interventions, pointing to an important avenue for future research on 
awareness-raising, prevention, and long-term democratic resilience. 

Across Bolivia and Sweden, the analysis shows that digital gender 
disinformation produces similar democratic harms –withdrawal, silencing, 
polarization, and distorted representation– through distinct pathways shaped 
by each country’s political and institutional context. In Sweden, withdrawal 
is anticipatory and linked to fear of backlash; in Bolivia, it is reactive, 
following cycles of delegitimization and instrumentalization. Taken together, 
the evidence demonstrates that gender disinformation is not merely a digital 
phenomenon but a structural force reshaping who participates in democratic 
life. Addressing this challenge requires coordinated action across states, 
platforms, and civil society, alongside long-term investments in gender 
equality, digital literacy, and institutional safeguards to ensure that women’s 
political participation is protected rather than eroded by digital 
disinformation. 

5.5 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The study reveals significant gaps in institutional responses and academic 
knowledge. Although interviewees highlighted the importance of regulation, 
platform accountability, media literacy, and gender-equality education, 
current approaches remain limited and often contradictory. Institutional 
protections are fragmented or absent, and empirical research on effective 
responses, especially in Global South contexts, remains scarce. This 
underscores the need for further interdisciplinary research on platform 
dynamics, intersectional experiences, regulatory frameworks, and democratic 
safeguards. 

Addressing these challenges requires coordinated, multi-level action. States 
must develop regulatory frameworks that ensure transparency, 
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accountability, and algorithmic oversight, while avoiding securitized 
approaches that risk reinforcing state power in contexts where governments 
themselves deploy gender disinformation. Social media platforms must 
strengthen moderation systems, reform engagement-driven business models, 
and incorporate gender-sensitive risk assessments. As the findings show, 
both political interests and platform economic incentives shape current 
dynamics, making regional regulatory mechanisms particularly relevant. 

Civil society organizations remain essential for advocacy, monitoring, and 
supporting women in politics. Education systems must invest in digital 
citizenship, media literacy, and gender-equality education to foster critical 
thinking and reduce societal acceptance of gendered disinformation. 

This study also has limitations. The sample is context-specific, which 
restricts generalizability. The fast-changing nature of digital platforms means 
that disinformation mechanisms may evolve. The comparative focus on two 
countries, one in South America and one in Northern Europe, offers depth 
but not global coverage. These limitations, however, open avenues for 
further inquiry rather than diminishing the study’s contributions. 

Future research should examine the effectiveness of media literacy and 
educational interventions, as empirical evidence remains limited. Additional 
studies could assess civil society initiatives, conduct cross-regional 
comparisons, or analyze platform algorithms and their role in amplifying 
gendered narratives. Longitudinal research on women’s political trajectories 
would deepen understanding of how disinformation shapes careers over time. 
Finally, the intersectional approach with LGBTQ communities or the 
racialized dynamics observed in the Bolivian case highlight the need for 
decolonial and Global South perspectives in future analyses. 
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6 Conclusions 
This final chapter presents the study’s three main contributions: the empirical 
findings, the theoretical analysis, and the conceptual model of digital gender 
disinformation –the last step of the STA–, which is one of the central 
contributions of this thesis. The comparative analysis of Sweden and Bolivia 
shows how the mechanisms of polarization, distraction, delegitimization, and 
instrumentalization structure the production and circulation of gender 
disinformation within political communication environments, offering both 
analytical and conceptual advancement. 

The empirical findings contribute to existing theory by refining certain 
aspects and expanding it through new reflections that help conceptualize 
gender disinformation, especially in digital spaces. The study identifies 
patterns in mechanisms and narratives that are common yet adaptable to each 
case and context. Although interviewees’ perceptions are individual, the 
patterns confirm broader realities. The findings also reveal institutional 
challenges in responding to these manifestations and highlight their 
democratic consequences. 

The theoretical analysis, grounded in the analytical framework, supports a 
clearer and more defined understanding of the field. By contrasting 
theoretical perspectives with the insights of women politicians, the study 
shows that digital gender disinformation functions as a structural strategy 
shaping women’s participation in democratic life. It operates across multiple 
components simultaneously –political actors, coordinated digital networks, 
citizens, and platform infrastructures– using narratives that attack capacity, 
competence, morality, emotional stability, and legitimacy. The effects 
include weakened representation, distorted debate, and democratic erosion. 

Drawing on the work of Hedling (2025/2026), Smedberg (2026), Saner 
(2026), Håkansson (2023), and others, the study illustrates how gendered 
narratives exploit stereotypes and identity-based vulnerabilities to undermine 
women’s authority and visibility. While these narratives adapt to specific 
contexts, they consistently work to limit women’s influence within 
democratic systems. The study suggest that these dynamics extend beyond 
formal politics to any arena in which women hold public influence. 

The comparative analysis confirms that digital gender disinformation is 
neither isolated nor spontaneous. It is a deliberate political strategy rooted in 
structural gender inequality. Although its manifestations differ –anticipatory 
withdrawal in Sweden and reactive withdrawal in Bolivia– the democratic 
consequences are similar. In both contexts, the foundations of pluralistic 
democracy are undermined. By integrating the experiences of eight women 
politicians with contemporary academic research, the thesis argues that 
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gender disinformation must be understood as a democratic threat rather than 
just a communication challenge. 

Based on these findings, the thesis proposes the following definition of the 
conceptual model: Digital gender disinformation is a strategy that operates 
in line with societal structural mechanisms9, enabling misleading content 
and false gender narratives to circulate online. In a political context, as in 
other public spaces, the intention is to delegitimize women, restrict their 
participation, and ultimately erode democracy. 

This strategy operates through the interaction of political actors, coordinated 
digital networks, citizens, and platform infrastructures, which together 
amplify and normalize polarizing narratives. The resulting harm is threefold: 
digital gender disinformation inflicts personal damage, acts as a precursor to 
violence, and undermines democratic institutions by weakening 
representation, distorting public debate, and reinforcing structural gender 
inequalities. These relationships are synthesized in the conceptual model 
presented in Figure 3, which links the four central mechanisms to the 
interaction between political actors and digital platforms, showing how 
disinformation emerges within a socio-technical framework that connects 
actors, infrastructures, narratives, and outcomes, and how their interaction 
produces democratic erosion. 

In conclusion, the thesis argues that safeguarding women’s political 
participation is essential for the health of democratic systems. Digital gender 
disinformation is not a peripheral issue but a fundamental democratic 
challenge that undermines representation, participation, and the integrity of 
public debate. Democracies cannot function when half of the population is 
discouraged from taking on political leadership roles due to targeted, 
gender-based attacks. Ensuring that women can participate fully and safely in 
politics requires sustained commitment, institutional courage, and societal 
transformation. Only by addressing the structural roots of digital gender 
disinformation can democracies move toward more inclusive, resilient, and 
equitable futures –futures in which no woman feels compelled to resign from 
her political role after being targeted by coordinated disinformation 
campaigns, as happened to Eva in Bolivia and Karin in Sweden.

 

9 Four mechanisms operate at different but interconnected levels: Polarization is a broad 
social process that enables gendered narratives to gain traction. Distraction refers to a 
functional effect that shifts attention away from substantive political issues. Delegitimization 
captures the individual‑level harm directed at women in politics, while instrumentalization 
reflects the strategic use of these dynamics by political actors and networks. Together, they 
form a layered and mutually reinforcing structure through which digital gender 
disinformation circulates and produces democratic harm. 
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Figure 3: Digital Gender Disinformation’s Conceptual Model. (Designed with Lucid Software Inc. 2026) 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1  
Semi-Structured Interview Guide and Script  

Ethical Opening & Informed Consent 

Thank you for taking part in this study. 

Before we begin, I would like to clarify the ethical framework of this 
master’s thesis research: 

Purpose: This study explores how digital gendered disinformation operates 
within political communication environments in Sweden and Bolivia, 
focusing on your perspectives as a public official. 

Scope of questions: I will only ask about your professional role, public-
facing observations, and publicly observable phenomena, such as public 
posts or narratives. 
Please do not share any private, personal, or sensitive information, and feel 
free to skip any question at any time. 

Data handling: This interview will be recorded for transcription. Your data 
will be pseudonymized and stored securely in accordance with GDPR, and 
deleted after the thesis is graded. 

• Your rights: Participation is voluntary. You may withdraw at any time 
without providing a reason. 

• Consent: Do you consent to participating under these conditions and to 
being recorded? 

[After hearing an affirmative answer, start the recording and re read the ethical 
opening and informed consent and then begin with the questionary]  

Introduction and Digital Context 

1. Could you briefly describe your trajectory in politics and your experience 
with recent electoral campaigns? 

2. How would you describe the role of social media in your political 
communication and engagement with the public? 

3. How would you characterize the current digital climate for women in public 
office in your country? 

Mechanisms & Gender Narratives (RQ1) 
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4. In your observation, what types of misleading or false information are 
commonly directed at women politicians on digital platforms? 

5. From your perspective, what kinds of narratives or framings tend to appear 
when women in politics are targeted with disinformation? 

6. In your observation, what formats do these narratives usually take (e.g., 
posts, memes, edited images, coordinated messaging)? 

7. Which platforms or communication dynamics seem most relevant in 
spreading this type of content? 

Professional Perspectives & Public-Facing Dynamics (RQ2) 

8. From your perspective as a public official, how do you interpret these types 
of narratives when they appear in the public sphere? 

9. To what extent do you see these dynamics as part of broader political or 
societal patterns? 

10. From an institutional or campaign standpoint, what strategies have you or 
your office employed to manage or mitigate disinformation (e.g., counter-
messaging, platform reporting, or official statements)? 

11. What factors influence whether you choose to engage with, ignore, or 
address such content publicly?  

12. In your view, what kinds of institutional or policy measures would be most 
effective in addressing gendered disinformation? 

Dynamics in the Digital Political Environment (RQ3) 

13. In your observation of the digital political environment, how does 
disinformation targeting women politicians compare to that targeting men 
politicians? 

14. Have you observed recurring themes or narratives in disinformation 
targeting women politicians that appear specific to your country’s digital 
political environment? 

15. How does this type of disinformation shape or influence political 
communication and public debate in digital spaces? 

Consequences for Democracy (RQ4) 

16. In your view, how might these dynamics affect political participation or 
representation, particularly for women?  

17. In your view, how might these dynamics affect political participation or 
representation, particularly for women? 

 

Closing & Post-Interview Ethics 

18. Is there anything else you would like to add about gendered disinformation 
in political life?  
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'Thank you for your time. As part of my analysis, I will transcribe [and 
translate] this text, and identify key themes. You will be notified when the 
final thesis is published in DiVA, which will happen after August 2026." 
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Appendix 2 
A systematic thematic analysis process 

 

(Naeem, et al, 2023, p.4) 
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Appendix 3 
Codes systematization 

1. Structural & contextual drivers 
• Social media reflect our reality 
• Disinformation affects more women than men 
• Normalization of gender disinformation 
• Disinformation as political strategy  
• Contexts that are rooted in misogyny and patriarchy 
• Anti-gender and anti-politics agendas  
• Platformization of news and political communication  
• Increased visibility, increased exposure to disinformation 

 
2. Actors and networks 

• Inauthentic coordinated actors (bots, trolls, fake accounts, digital warriors)  
• Influencers and semi-authentic amplifiers  
• Political or state-linked actors (suspected)  
• Participatory amplification by citizens  
• Coordinated content production 

 
3. Digital mechanisms & formats 

• Platform affordances and algorithmic amplification  
• Cross-platform dissemination dynamics (Google Ads, TikTok, Facebook, 

X, etc.) 
• Low-cost, high-virality content formats (memes, short videos, comments)  
• Monetization systems 
• Manipulated and synthetic media (AI, deepfakes, altered content)  
• Polarization as both strategy and outcome 

 
4. Gendered disinformation narratives 

4.1. Delegitimization of competence 
• Questioning capacity and agency  
• Denying authorship of political ideas  
• Focus on personal life instead of proposals  

 
4.2. Gender role control 
• Women should be at home / caregiving  
• Questioning ability to balance family and politics  
• Leadership legitimacy tied to motherhood  

 
4.3. Sexualization and moral attacks 
• Sexual rumors (mistress, using sex for power, didn’t have sex, porn)  
• Fabricated substance use allegations (drinking, smoking, use of drugs) 
• Dishonesty and self-interest  
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4.4. Emotional stereotyping 
• “Hysterical”, “too sensitive”, “emotional” 

 
4.5. Body and age policing 
• Physical appearance  
• Too young / too old  

 
4.6. Misogyny and dehumanization 
• Animalization  
• Verbal abuse  

 
4.7. Intersectional disinformation 
• Racism  
• LGBTQ+ sexual preferences  

 
5. Perceptions and interpretations 

• Awareness of disinformation as strategic  
• Attempts to identify origins and intentions  
• Uncertainty about actors behind campaigns  
• Perception that citizens believe false narratives  
• Disinformation instrumentalizes women 
• Disinformation distracts from proposals 
• Disinformation intersects with hate and violence 

 
6. Responses and coping strategies 

• Selective engagement (respond vs ignore)  
• Responding only to policy-related disinformation  
• Reporting and moderation practices  
• Fatigue in countering disinformation  

 
7. Democratic consequences  

• Erosion of trust in politics  
• Anti-politics sentiment  
• Polarization of public debate  
• Distortion of digital public sphere  
• Barriers to equal representation  

 
8. Solutions & recommendations 

• Media literacy and education  
• Legal frameworks  
• Platform regulation and moderation improvements  
• Promotion of states to protect politician 
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